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Author’s Note



More often than not, authors write pieces of themselves into their stories. Every book I have written includes a small dose of yours truly. This story is special, however, because it’s the first time I've written a protagonist as a parent. Specifically, a parent of a disabled child.

Please understand that Gracie and Violet’s experiences are not going to be the same as those of other parents with disabled children. Autism and disability are a vast spectrum, and what works for one family simply cannot work for another.

This is first and foremost Violet’s love story, and while being a mother is a major part of her identity, this story is not about her daughter, Gracie.

Additionally, because this is a romance novel and I yearn for a better society, a lot of character interactions will lean in a positive, uplifting direction. Readers might think to themselves, “That’s not how people typically react to disabled children,” and you would be right.

But this is my story.

My fictional world.

Don’t read this story if you want the nitty-gritty details of how ableist society is toward disabled children and their families.

Read this story if you want to see how we can all do better.

Also, I’m going to need you to suspend reality a little bit when it comes to small towns and wealthy men.

Trust the process.

Thanks!

~Andrea
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“A successful woman is one who can build a firm foundation with the bricks others have thrown at her”

~ Anonymous
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Prologue
VIOLET



My name is Violet Thompson, and my hard work was finally starting to pay off.

Finally.

Opportunities have opened up for me in the last year. Turns out, getting accepted at a new job with phenomenal pay and benefits really helped with a lot of day-to-day stress. I could afford basic needs for my family, no problem. On top of all this, my daughter was meeting many of her own goals, though that was mostly because I was lucky enough to have the best parental support in the world.

I sent a spiritual middle finger into the ether toward my ex, hoping he felt a little bit of shame for ever doubting me.

“Located roughly twenty-five miles north of Eureka, California…” my dad read off his phone from his sprawled position on our thrifted couch. “Sits the picturesque town of Redwood Springs.” Part of me still felt sick to my stomach at the idea of my dad helping me raise my daughter, but I fought every day to push past it.

As he often liked to remind me: it’s okay to ask for help.

Though I didn’t so much as ask, he told me to “hush” and let him step in. Without my dad, I had no idea how I’d maintain Gracie’s therapy schedule.

“Dad,” I smirked, as I continued to slowly wrap our dishes in packing paper. It was a noisy task, but I was desperate to keep things quiet so that my five-year-old didn’t wake up. All kids needed a full night's sleep; their brain development required it. Gracie, however, took after me in the sense that any slight disturbance with her sleep schedule awakened her, and a grumpy monster inside of her.

“Redwood Springs is a coastal town with a population of fewer than four hundred people, based on a 2010 census,” my dad ignored me as he continued reading. “The town is famously known for its almonds, beach strawberries, and marijuana.”

I snorted and replied, “No need to make me more excited to move.”

My dad chuckled at that. “It looks beautiful. I’m sure Gracie will love all the nature walks we’ll go on. Maybe we can even try camping while we’re up there.”

I hummed noncommittally.

Instinctually, I wanted to say no to something as simple as nature walks. What if Gracie stumbled upon poisoned oak (or is it ivy?) and put it in her mouth and rubbed her eyes? She was a face-toucher extraordinaire. I couldn’t keep her fingers away from her face if my life depended on it. I shook my head and remembered that my dad wouldn’t let her do that. That he would watch her like a hawk. Like he always has.

That was why I was relieved that he was happy to move with us.

Moving almost twelve hours north to a new town was a huge change for our little family. Mission Viejo had been our home since before Gracie was born. I didn’t realize it until the opportunity became available, but after digesting the plan for a few days, I realized that I was deeply ready for a change.

That something inside me was pulling toward this move for reasons I couldn’t explain. And yet, that didn’t make the anxiety that burned in my chest go away. Unfortunately, I was pretty sure I would have anxiety concerning anything with my daughter for the rest of my life.

I carefully set the wrapped bowl in with the others. The bowls were hardly used because they were too fancy. They were a gift from one of my dad’s friends. Someone who had no idea what to gift a single mom struggling with postpartum and a colicky newborn.

“We’re a couple of days away,” my dad sighed, adjusting his feet so they both rested on the coffee table I got for a steal from a nearby garage sale. “How are you feeling?”

“Good. I’m ready to go.” I grabbed the last bowl and started carefully wrapping it, painfully aware of every rough scrape the paper made when I folded it in. My phone buzzed on the counter next to me, so I glanced at the screen to read the incoming messages from the group chat.

Signe: I’m so excited for you!! NorCal is stunning! Send all the pictures!




Jacqueline: I emailed you a list of all the accommodations covered through your employment at Sun Steer. In a few months, I’ll reach out to schedule your flight back to OC for your halfway-point presentation to the team. Please don’t hesitate to email me if something is missing when you arrive.




Mary: “i EmAiLeD yOu a LiSt” — Jacqueline, unclench.




Jacqueline: [image: middle finger] We’ll miss you so much, Vi.




Jamie: Let us know when we can come visit!




Nicole: If we plan it right, we can all go under the guise of it being a work trip and have travel completely covered.




Signe: HR is literally in this group chat. And I’m not going to be an employee for much longer.




Nicole: Well, I’m the CFO. So, suck it.




Jacqueline: No, Nicole is right. It just takes a couple of forms, and I’m sure Brandon will have no issue signing them.




I smiled at the direction the conversation went. I finished the last of our dishes and taped the box closed before thumbing back a reply.

Me: There might be additional guest lodging you all can stay in, too! I’ll scope out the cul-de-sac when I get there.




Based on the pictures Brandon’s brother had sent me, we would be staying in the same little neighborhood. One circular gravel road ran through all four houses on the property, and instead of asphalt or concrete filling the cul-de-sac, a nice, large lawn was planted.

Graham Moore lived in a black A-frame, and right next to it was a white one that I assumed was a mirror image of his. The white A-frame was to be our lodging. During our brief email correspondence, he mentioned how the other two houses in the cul-de-sac weren’t occupied. I didn’t know if that meant they were up for sale or rent, or if Moore Farms used them as Airbnbs.

Signe: And Graham still doesn’t know?




I pressed my lips together and replied.

Me: Nope. As far as I know.




Mary: Diabolical. It’s such a simple prank, yet so hilarious.




Jacqueline: You are all assuming that Brandon and his brother never talk and that Brandon hasn’t disclosed Violet’s gender identity.




Mary: Jacqueline is right. Straight, cis, blond, white men are notoriously known for communicating well with each other.




Jacqueline: [image: face with tears of joy] You’re right. This is going to be hilarious.




Jamie: Be sure to let us know if he’s as hot as we think he is.




I had only seen Graham once before, during a Zoom call Brandon had during an all-hands meeting several months ago. Brandon, the CEO of Sun Steer Technologies, was announcing the first deployment of Boson Motors hardware, fully integrated with SST’s software. Solar-powered, self-driving agricultural equipment was a game-changer. It still required people inside the vehicle for safety, thus ensuring farm employees kept their jobs. But our tech eliminated the need for machines that required gas or diesel.

I was the lucky gal who got to help launch the tech for the first time.

Last week, Brandon called me in for a meeting with Jacqueline sitting in. He (not so) subtly suggested that if things went well at his family farm, and if I was up for the task, I could be the head System Engineer who would train future IT support staff to be sent to farms to install and deploy our equipment.

I didn’t build the tech. I wasn’t a software engineer like Mary or Signe’s boyfriend, Zaid. I was the hands-on maintenance. I was the one who would find potential bugs (because there are always bugs) to report back to Mary and Zaid to fix. If an issue seemed related to hardware or installation, that’s where I would step in on-site and troubleshoot.

There was a stereotype in the tech industry that systems engineers (commonly known as IT support) were difficult to work with. I, however, had been fighting my ass off my entire career to ensure that I would never be perceived that way. Being a woman in IT was already an ass experience. I had to work hard to be likeable and cooperative (because my colleagues made everyone feel like IT support was notoriously unhelpful and annoying); otherwise, it would ensure that my career was dead on arrival.

I had Gracie and my dad to support on my one income in California, a state that wasn’t known for being affordable. We had some safeguards due to Gracie’s disability, but who knew if the next elected official would randomly gut all the programs designed to help children like Gracie thrive?

Nicole: As a gay, I want to know what you think of Graham. No one looks attractive on a Zoom call, so I can only imagine what he looks like in real life.




Mary: As another gay, I also want to know if Brandon has a hot brother.




Jacqueline: Leo wants to know, too.




I snickered at that. Leo, Jacqueline’s boyfriend and Mary’s cousin, was the CTO of Sun Steer Tech. He and Jacqueline were complete opposites. And yet, though I never would have guessed it, they were perfect for each other.

At the time, Leo was put off by all the women’s gob-smacked reactions during the infamous all-hands meeting where we were introduced to the CEO’s brother. I had never once been attracted to a man wearing a cowboy hat, but something about Graham just exuded sexuality in a way that awoke my vagina after years of non-use. Even though his hat shaded his face, the way the sun reflected off his phone lit up his light hazel eyes. His blond beard was trimmed, enough to show his jaw was cut underneath. His neck and shoulders were thick in a way that indicated he was a big boy.

His deep voice when he replied to Brandon is what sent me over the edge.

Me: I’ll text you all as soon as I have confirmation.




Signe: Any way you can record his reaction when he realizes his IT guy is a certified MILF?




I laughed again, ignoring my dad’s funny look from the couch as he continued to research our new home.

Me: I’ll absolutely try [image: saluting face]




Jamie: I also hope you and your daughter have a great time. Even if your new neighbor turns out to be an uggo.




Mary: I think that’s the meanest thing my fiancée has ever said.




That’s right, Mary was engaged to Jamie, a sales rep at Sun Steer Tech. I don’t know why all my coworkers decided to start sleeping together, but they did. I seemed to be the only one who wasn’t bitten by some love bug in the office.

Signe: Can confirm. I can’t even pretend to know what the word uggo sounds like leaving Jamie’s mouth.




Jamie: Shut up *laughing crying emoji*




Signe: Anyway, we love you and will miss you, Violet!!




Me: Send me ultrasound pictures when you get them, Signe!




Signe was pregnant and getting ready to train her replacement. At the same time, she was on a deadline for the next book in her series and planning a wedding to one of Sun Steer’s lead architects, Zaid Ansara. How she managed all of that, I had no idea.

As a parent, I was always in a state of overstimulation. I was surprised I was able to pack up our apartment on time.

This was going to be a fresh start for my family.

Redwood Springs was a very small community, but it thrived. I had no idea how. There weren’t enough residents to realistically keep all the small businesses afloat, and not a lot of people were moving there.

At first, I wondered if the school system was no good, but after looking it up, Redwood Springs High School had some of the highest test scores and GPAs in the state. It wasn’t until I read an online thread one night that I learned how close-knit the residents of Redwood Springs were. They weren’t particularly keen on newcomers. They didn’t want their quality of life to become altered by too many people moving in “for the wrong reasons,” whatever that meant. It was difficult to buy property there, and when commenters kept inquiring as to why, the original poster didn’t have an answer for them.

Which was a bummer for me, since I didn’t want to force Gracie to make such a big move again. I probably wouldn’t have accepted the position if I thought Gracie could continue to thrive here in Orange County. But her Special Education (SPED) program at the public school just went through another round of budget cuts. SPED classes were becoming fewer and bigger, and students with high behaviors didn’t have the one-on-one support they needed. SPED teachers were only given one or two paraprofessionals for a class of fifteen to twenty students.

The SPED program in Redwood Springs was much smaller and more intimate, and something in my gut said that it was the place for Gracie to be right now. I wouldn’t know for sure until we got there, though. Perhaps everything I read online was incorrect, and we’d end up regretting our move and coming back to Orange County in a year, but I had a feeling that wouldn’t be the case.

“What are you thinking about?” my dad asked, pulling me from my thoughts.

“Gracie,” I replied.

“Ah,” my dad sat up from his reclined position to level me with his eyes. “She’ll be alright. She has us.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “She does.”

Thank god she didn’t just have me. I loved her with every cell of my body; I just wasn’t enough, especially while having to work full-time to maintain benefits. My dad spending his retirement with us instead of on some beach in the Bahamas with a woman half his age is something I’d never take for granted.

Because the bar for dads was in hell, generally.

“Plus, she’ll have a Behavioral Interventionist (BI, and hopefully a one-on-one in the class,” my dad added, reiterating everything we’d discussed before. “It’s good for kids her age to go on new adventures like this.”

“Hopefully Gracie agrees.” I grabbed the box of dishware and added it to the stack. The donation truck would be arriving first thing in the morning to take all the furniture we didn’t need to bring. Our housing for this job was fully furnished, including fancy ceramic dishware that I would be packing away as soon as we arrived.

After the donation truck left with our stuff, we’d hit the road. We were breaking the drive up into three days to (hopefully) make it easier on little Gracie.

And then I’d finally meet the hot Moore brother in person. No more emails hiding the fact that I’m a woman because of his impulse assumption that I was a man.

Hopefully, Graham Moore was cool with practical jokes.
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Chapter One
GRAHAM



“That’s what you’re wearing?” my daughter asked with pure judgment, identical to her mother’s. I chuckled to myself because Olivia’s judgement triggered memories of my ex-wife giving me that same look before I responded to her question.

“Yeah.” I glanced down at myself to ensure nothing was wrong. Jeans, boots, t-shirt. Nothing seemed amiss. It was the outfit I wore every single day for basically my entire life.

“Okay, but you’re going to leave the—ope, nope, I was wrong.” Olivia rolled her eyes when I grabbed my hat off the coat rack by the front door.

“What’s wrong with my hat?” I asked. I turned to face the entryway mirror, using my fingers to brush all my hair back out of my face. Then I pulled the hat snugly over my head.

“It’s not great.”

“Neither is skin cancer.” I gave my daughter an amused look. She became so opinionated ever since she went to college. As her father, I loved watching my child grow, learn, and become her own person. As a man just trying to live his life in peace, I wanted to flick her on the forehead.

“There are other ways to protect your skin from the sun,” Olivia argued, slipping her feet into her sneakers. “Ways that don’t make you look like you’re going to go throw some hay bales on the tractor before ending the night with a cold beer, sitting in your creaky rocking chair and sighing about ‘an honest day’s work.’”

“What’s wrong with that?” I countered. I shrugged on a flannel, straightening out the sleeves and the lapels with emphasis, so my daughter couldn’t possibly have anything else to complain about.

“Nothing.” Olivia slid on her own flannel, and somehow, it looked better than the one I wore. I glanced down at myself. Was it the colors? Mine was a green and blue-patterned one. Hers was gray and white.

“Olivia.” I crossed my arms over my chest, waiting for her to fix her straight brown hair in the mirror. “I’m just meeting the IT guy this morning; why do you want me to look my best?”

“I don’t know.” She paused her fussing to give me a once-over. “I just want to help you get out of your rut.” I snorted at her. Another thing that happened since Olivia attended a couple of semesters of college: a concern that I wasn’t happy? That my peaceful life with my peaceful routines and peaceful existence wasn’t quite enough? Sprouting from these concerns was a fear that I was going to die alone. I don’t know what happened to make her so hyper-fixated on my love life, or lack thereof. She hadn’t ever been concerned about it as a child.

The weirder part? My daughter got my ex-wife in on it, too.

I had very mixed feelings about my ex-wife and daughter teaming up due to a sudden interest in finding someone for me to “settle down with.”

Perhaps it was because my ex-wife remarried two years ago. Maybe I didn’t look happy enough for the two of them during the celebrations? Who's to say? They didn’t need to worry about me, though. I was happy. I was also happy for Madison and Shelly. Those women couldn’t be more perfect for each other. I didn’t want anyone to feel bad for me because Madison seemed to find a wife before I did.

And if I never did…oh well.

It was a small town. I already knew everyone, and unless Laurel was interested in men almost half her age, my chances of finding a partner were very low. It was a reality I made peace with years ago.

“Okay, well.” Here it comes. Olivia blew out a breath, getting ready to pitch her last ball. “What if wearing the same thing every day has held you back romantically? What if you meet someone, and she isn’t into cowboy hats?” Olivia pressed.

“Then she probably isn’t the one,” I replied simply.

Olivia huffed at that before the sound of tires crunching gravel echoed in the distance. My hat was my late father’s hat. I couldn’t give up the stupid thing. I had gotten it restitched and had worn it almost every day for the past decade. It was excellent at keeping the sun off my neck and face, which was what I needed, working in the sun most days of the year.

“Are you ready, or should I run and change into a tux real quick?” I rested my hand on the doorknob, pausing as I asked her my question.

“Do you own a tux?” Olivia grinned with a lift of her dark eyebrow.

“No, c’mon.” I threw open the door and stomped across the porch and down the steps. I turned to face the direction of the drive leading to the housing section of Moore Farms. Something churned in my gut, an anxiety of some sort. Perhaps it was because my brother’s vision was slowly coming to life. Brandon’s dream of improving the agricultural industry into something more sustainable was finally happening, thanks to his brilliant brain.

Whereas I barely remembered to update my phone whenever it told me to.

Why he thought I could help him launch his fancy new machinery was lost on me.

Thankfully, he was sending one of his employees to the farm to handle the installation and maintenance for one year. I was just supposed to drive—or, I guess, operate—the self-operating equipment.

I had emailed the IT guy back and forth a couple of times, showing him pictures and videos of the guest lodging that would be his new home for the next year. According to Brandon, he wouldn’t be responsible for any utilities or general upkeep.

If he and his family needed anything repaired, that would be on me.

Which I was happy to do. If this guy was willing to handle everything else about Sun Steer’s technology, it felt like a fair trade.

Olivia was here because, during our correspondence, the IT guy mentioned that his daughter had special needs. This move would be a big adjustment for him and his kid, and when I mentioned that my daughter was going to school for special education (following in her mother’s footsteps) and recently became certified as something called a Behavior Interventionist, he immediately asked if she’d be interested in working with his daughter.

Olivia, wanting to make a few extra bucks while interning as a paraprofessional in her mother’s classroom this year, decided to greet them with me this morning.

“What’s his name again?” Olivia asked, mirroring my pose by shoving her hands in the pockets of her flannel.

“I can’t remember. He just signed off his emails with V,” I shrugged. “Maybe it’s for Victor?”

“Vladimir?” Olivia added.

“Vince?” I continued.

“For Vendetta?” Olivia suggested.

“Here’s what we’ll do. I’ll address him as Mr. Thompson, and he’ll probably be normal and respond with something like, ‘Please, call me V for Vendetta,’ and then we’ll know.” I shifted on my feet after my reply. Just then, a gray SUV towing a small U-Haul trailer came into view. Our property was very hidden, surrounded by the many redwoods covering Northern California.

It’s why our town was called Redwood Springs, after all.

“Is he married?” Olivia asked, squinting and waving politely as the car approached.

“He didn’t mention a spouse, just that his dad was coming to help with his kid.” I lifted a hand in greeting as the car parked a few feet away. The back windows were tinted, but the man driving the vehicle looked a bit older than I expected. He opened the driver’s side door and stepped out, standing tall as a friendly smile spread across his cheeks.

“You must be Mr. Moore?” he asked as he reached into the car to grab a black backpack. Shouldering it, he shut the driver’s side door before knocking twice on the passenger window behind him. Then he marched over and held a hand toward me to shake.

“That’s right, and you must be Mr. Thompson?” I ignored the playful look Olivia gave me at my side. This man was probably in his late fifties or early sixties. He had dark brown hair with gray dusting his temples, a feature I knew Madison would appreciate if she ever saw him. The IT guy looked like the typical Silver Fox that women in this town swooned over.

“Call me Frank.” His handshake was firm and calloused, nothing at all like I would expect from a man who was good with computers.

Behind him, the rear passenger side door opened, and a dark-booted foot with yellow stitching hit the gravel. With the angle at which the car was parked, the open door hid the person from view. They seemed to hop out of the car and then immediately reach back into the vehicle to get something.

“Hi Frank, I’m Olivia.” My daughter stepped forward, completely at ease with the lack of a V at the beginning of Frank’s name.

“Hi Olivia, are you the one who is interested in being my granddaughter’s BI?” Frank shook Olivia’s hand as he asked this question, and I realized who I was speaking to.

Ah, so this was V’s parent coming to help out, not V himself.

“I am! If she likes me,” Olivia said with a lifted shoulder. “I guess that’ll be up to your granddaughter.”

Frank laughed, glancing back at the SUV before winking at Olivia. “You’ve obviously worked with high-needs children before. This is good.” They shared a grin as Frank stepped aside and cupped his hand to his mouth. “Vi, do you need help?”

Suddenly, a little pair of pink sneakered feet dropped onto the gravel on the other side of the open car door. A moment later, they shuffled away from the car, revealing a blonde little girl wearing a gray hoodie and pink leggings. She held a large iPad with a strap wrapped around her shoulders, and she scowled at her grandfather.

Her legs started wiggling in what I assumed was unspent energy from being trapped in a car for so long, before she ran back toward her parent.

“We’re good,” a woman’s voice called from the other side of the car door.

I glanced down at Olivia, who glanced up at me simultaneously.

V was a woman. Whoops. How did I get that wrong?

Right when I was mentally scanning through the emails I exchanged with V, the door slammed shut.

Two things happened in that moment.

The first was that I realized I had seen this woman before. Months ago. I was in southern California, helping one of Brandon’s employees with clearing potential assault charges, when this woman elbowed past me outside Sun Steer’s building. I only saw the back of her as she ran off, but her bright blue hair was a very memorable trait. As was the mild green bruise she left on my side.

The second was that my heart stopped in my chest. And then rapidly kicked up again. The pace at which it started beating behind my ribs couldn’t have been healthy, but I couldn’t do anything to control it.

This was, quite possibly, the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.

Her electric blue hair was tied into a braid that hung casually over her shoulder. She wore a dark green tank top, with straps wide enough to cover any bra straps but low-cut enough to reveal ample cleavage, which I desperately refrained from looking at. The top showed off the many tattoos that covered her right arm. I couldn’t make them all out, but the big one I noticed was a clock surrounded by flowers and butterflies on her bicep.

Her black leggings showed off every soft curve of her hips and thighs. She had an hourglass figure, a shape that I desperately wanted to map out with my own hands.

As mouthwatering as her body was, it was her face that made my breath catch in my throat. Every step she took closer to us, dragging her daughter along by their joined hands, made me panic.

Breathe, Graham, breathe.

She had large, stunning green eyes. Her makeup only emphasized them. Her mascara-coated lashes were topped with—I guessed—eyeliner. Her cheeks had a flush that could be natural or makeup, but it didn’t matter, because it flattered her heart-shaped face. Her lips were full and dark pink, and when they stretched into a smile, I had to lock my knees to keep myself from dropping to them in her presence.

My hands twitched at my side, making me wonder what the fuck was wrong with me. To hide the movement, I removed my hat and combed my fingers back with my hair. I ignored the quiet snort Olivia released at my side; my vision was completely tunneled by this bombshell of a woman.

“Hi,” she smiled and held her hand out toward me, just like her father had.

I cleared my throat and grasped her much smaller hand in mine before grunting out, “Graham.”

She grinned and lowered her voice, “Violet.” Then she nodded toward her daughter and smirked at me, continuing in a low voice, “Gracie.”

“Don’t be a smartass,” Frank scolded his daughter with a shake of his head.

“Violet,” I tried to say her name normally, even though I wanted to sigh it. It sounded right. That anxiety souring my stomach earlier erupted into something else, something pivotal I couldn’t quite name yet.

“It’s nice to meet you.” Violet dropped the fake-low voice she used to tease me and slipped her fingers out of mine. Because I was still holding onto them.

What was happening to me?

“You, too,” I replied. I placed my hat on my head and shoved both hands back into my flannel pockets. “Well. This is it.” I glanced around the property, focusing on the distant chirping of birds and the quiet landscape surrounding us. I had no idea what to say next.

“… And you are?” Violet turned and held her hand out toward my daughter. Shit, I should have introduced them. I felt unstable. Knocked off my axis. Flailing. All because a stunning woman stood before me.

“I’m Olivia. I was hoping to be Gracie’s BI while you’re here,” Olivia replied. She squatted down on her haunches, becoming eye-level with the blonde little girl. Gracie immediately stepped back and clutched her mother’s hand tighter; her little brows pinched in the middle as she sized up Olivia.

“Hi, Gracie.” Olivia wiggled her fingers before resting her hand on her knees. “I’m Olivia. Would it be okay if I played with you sometime?” The little girl continued to glare at Olivia, but it was at that moment that I started to realize that this five-year-old had a solid case of (what Olivia had once described to me as) RBF.

She and I were similar in that way.

“Yeah, maybe you can show Olivia some of your favorite puzzles?” Violet’s voice shifted. It was higher, motherly; she squeezed Gracie’s hand in what I assumed was reassurance before gently nudging her daughter toward Olivia.

Gracie looked down, releasing her mother’s hand to clutch her iPad and tap on the screen. A moment later, a robotic child’s voice sounded from it.

Oatmeal.

“Yeah, you’re probably hungry,” Violet replied with a nod. “Can we see the place?” Those hypnotizing green eyes landed on me again, and I cleared my throat with more emphasis than I would have preferred, to be able to speak to her.

“Yeah, this way.” I patted my chest with my fist. The heat of embarrassment on my cheeks and neck burned. Hopefully, the shadow cast by my hat hid most of it. I led the family up the porch steps and entered the code on the front door. After the hum and chime indicated it was unlocked, I held the door open for everyone to walk in.

As soon as they stepped through the threshold, the little girl ran to the large leather sectional and started kicking her shoes off. Before her mom could even set her laptop bag down on the kitchen table, she tapped her iPad again.

Oatmeal.

“I hear you,” Violet replied.

“Want me to make her some while you check out her room?” Frank asked Violet, striding into the kitchen.

“Sure.”

It took me a few moments, but I finally realized that the iPad her daughter held was how she communicated.

“Oatmeal. Oatmeal. Crackers.” The little girl said with her device.

“Grandpa is making you oatmeal right now,” Violet replied. “Do you want crackers, too?” She turned to make eye contact with her daughter, who gave her direct eye contact back. Her scowl loosened, and she hummed before tapping the iPad again.

“Crackers,” the little girl confirmed.

“Oatmeal and crackers coming right up.” Frank started checking the cabinets.

“I’ll grab her cracker box from the car,” Violet said.

Olivia and I stood in the entryway, unsure if we should leave or wait and finish the tour. I opened my mouth to say something, but Violet had rushed out the door and down the porch steps before I could get a sound out. A wave of mouthwatering floral scents hit my nose as she passed, and I had to blink a few times to get my bearings again.

“Pots are in the bottom right cabinet,” Olivia spoke up, stepping through the living room. Feeling much more confident than I did right now, Olivia started showing Frank where to find everything in the kitchen to start boiling a pot of water. I awkwardly walked through the living room toward where the adults were, feeling eyes on me.

I glanced at the couch and smiled politely at the little girl with the iPad.

She glared at me. Unrepentant. Still. Her eyes tracked my movement, and I didn’t know how to respond to a five-year-old girl openly glaring at me, so I turned back toward the kitchen, where my daughter was.

“Got ‘em,” Violet announced upon her return. I shoved my hands in my pockets and watched as Violet opened a package of graham crackers and handed them to her daughter, who started munching on them immediately.

“This place is beautiful, by the way.” Violet finally seemed to let herself take in the space now that her daughter was eating her snack. She strolled up right next to me, resting her elbows on the kitchen island that separated us from her father and Olivia, and leaned forward. I immediately let my eyes stare at the pot of boiling water, not at Violet’s luscious ass in her black leggings.

“God, the air is so clean out here,” Violet hummed.

“Where are you folks from again?” Olivia asked as she pulled out a canister of oatmeal from the pantry. Brandon had sent over a list of their family's staple items; he insisted that the house be stocked with their basics to make the move-in less stressful.

Brandon was always eager to cut a check.

“Orange County,” Violet replied.

“Fun! I’m getting my undergrad at UC Irvine.”

“No way!” Violet stood up with her words, thank God. “We’re neighbors!”

“Well, not anymore,” Olivia clarified. “I’m finishing the rest of my courses online and the last of my internship hours at Redwood Elementary. But it was cool to live there for a few years.”

“And now you’re back here?” Violet asked.

Olivia was always more extroverted than I was, but I was still embarrassed that I was letting my daughter handle all the get-to-know-you chatter while I just stood here silently in someone else’s kitchen like an ass.

“Yeah, I missed home.” Olivia’s eyes flicked over to me, and Violet turned to follow the direction of her gaze.

“Aww.” I couldn’t tell if Violet was teasing us for having a close father-daughter relationship or if she actually admired it. “I get it. My family likes to stick together, too, obviously.” Ah, so she probably wasn’t teasing. Frank lifted a thumbs-up in the air, his back to us as he scooped some oatmeal into the boiling water.

“Want to see the rest of the place?” I asked, finally finding an opening.

“Sure.” Violet drummed her fingertips on the countertop before reaching into her tank top, moving her breasts around. I immediately averted my gaze and threw a panicked look toward my daughter, who laughed right as Violet pulled her cellphone out of her cleavage. “Do you mind if I take pictures? I want to show my friends where we moved to.”

“Sure,” I gasped, whipping around to show her the home. It mirrored mine perfectly. Three bedrooms, two on one side of the main living area, and one on the other. There was a loft space above the kitchen with windows that overlooked the green landscape of the town. In the very distance, on a clear day, you’d also see a sliver of the Pacific Ocean. I showed Violet the two bedrooms, each with their own en suite, first. When I mentioned a storage unit, covered by SST, Violet agreed that most of the furnishings in what would be her daughter’s bedroom needed to go.

When we got to the primary bedroom, Violet gasped.

“Shut up,” Violet breathed as she slowly took in the large space. “This is beautiful. Oh my god.” She clasped her hands over her mouth, and I thought I saw red starting to rim her eyes.

Oh no. No, please don’t cry.

“It also has heated floors,” Olivia announced, showing Violet the control panel near the bedroom door. Violet screamed behind her muffled hands and jumped a couple of times in excitement, making all the delicious curves in her body bounce too.

I’m so fucked.

Then Olivia showed Violet the private patio just outside the sliding glass door, and Violet pretended to pass out onto Olivia. The two women were laughing and joking as if they’d been long-time friends for years, instead of just meeting for the first time roughly ten minutes ago. Warmth spread in my chest as I watched my daughter and Violet laugh and joke around together. I couldn’t figure out what else to do. I eventually faked a phone call and excused myself, assuming that my daughter had this, so to speak.

V. Thompson was not, in fact, a man.

Violet Thompson was a woman. A stunning, gorgeous woman with a sense of humor, warm smile, and big green eyes. A woman whom I now had to live next to, professionally, for the next year.

As I spiraled about how I could have possibly misunderstood who IT support actually was, I waved goodbye to Frank and his granddaughter as they both ate oatmeal at the kitchen table. Frank waved goodbye and thanked me with a mouthful of food, whereas Gracie ignored me completely.

Which I assumed was better than her openly glaring at me.

I let myself out of their house and made my way over to my own. As soon as I shut my door behind me, I felt like I could finally take a full breath of air. My heart was racing, partly from embarrassment at how I acted, and partly because Violet seemed to be the spitting image of my dream woman.

I needed to get it together.

V. Thompson is a bombshell. So what? That didn’t make me doubt her skills at all. It didn’t affect how well she did her job or what she was capable of. All I had to do was watch where my eyes landed and keep the drool from dripping out of my mouth.

I had no idea that such a simple task would be that difficult for me to do.
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Chapter Two
VIOLET



“I want to say something, but I don’t know how to approach it,” my dad said a few hours after Graham and Olivia left. We were in Gracie’s room, unpacking her toys and safety items while she lay on her bed watching her favorite show on her play iPad; her AAC device used for communicating lay ignored beside her.

“Go for it,” I replied, digging out her favorite pajamas and setting them aside for later tonight. I had no idea how well she’d handle bedtime. Thankfully, she looked relaxed in all her blankets and stuffed animals, but we were still in a strange new place.

“That man liked what he saw this morning,” my dad replied.

He meant Graham. Because that was the only man we met this morning.

“Really?” I looked over my shoulder at him and wiggled my eyebrows. “Do tell.”

My father scoffed and shook his head. “I could practically see hearts in his eyes.”

I leaned back on my heels and drummed my fingertips together, tipping my head back to release a villainous laugh, “Excellent.”

“Was this a goal of yours?” My dad raised a dark eyebrow at me in question. He was hanging up the two pictures Gracie had in her old room. We really lucked out; the layout of this room was very similar to the layout of her old one. The door and closet shared the same wall, so setting up her bedroom to look almost exactly like her old one was easier than we had hoped.

“He assumed I was a man up until now,” I added. “So I have some satisfaction knowing that I caught him by surprise.”

“Why did Graham think you’re a man?”

I shrugged, turning back to Gracie’s laundry. “I never corrected his assumption. I signed off all emails as V so I could bask in the hilarity of his surprise.”

“Your full name didn’t pop up at the top of your emails at all?” my dad pressed.

I released a tired sigh before explaining, “Years ago, when I went back to work after having Gracie, I quickly learned that if I hid my first name on my accounts so that only my work email and last name would show up, I got treated better when corresponding with clients.”

My dad frowned. “So, is that really a prank then, since you intentionally masked your gender identity?”

“I mean, I guess, but like…” I held a finger up to him to explain myself. “My colleagues usually know I’m a woman, which is sometimes its own battle. Clients, however, I rarely get face time with because I help them remotely. I don’t keep the camera on when we video call. I can even mask my voice with an app that makes it sound deeper.”

“You really have to do all that just to be taken seriously?” My dad stared at me with disgust.

“Not always,” I admitted. “My colleagues at Sun Steer wrapped their heads around it quickly, probably due to the other women already working in the office. I actually assumed Brandon would have mentioned that I was a woman at some point during the planning period for us to move up here. The fact that Graham still managed to think I was a guy while emailing back and forth for a few weeks made the petty monster inside of me take over for a moment. But I got to see the surprise on his face when he realized his IT guy is actually an IT woman. So, yeah, that was worth it.”

My dad just stared at me for a moment, and I swore I could actually see all the gears turning in his head, attempting to understand. He eventually just shook his head in defeat.

“Your generation is so odd.”

“Your generation fucked the economy, so let’s call it even.”

My father chuckled before applying one more sticky command hook for the picture. It was just a flower, something cute I had thrifted when Gracie was a baby. I wanted something to make her room less boring, and now it would probably be a bedroom staple for as long as she lived.

“I think he was surprised, alright.” He stepped back to look at the placement before hanging the second picture. “Maybe even delighted.”

I scoffed. “What, on that man’s face, looked anything remotely like delight?”

Graham’s handsome face was stern. His lips were pressed in a line, still visible through his trimmed and well-groomed blond beard. His hazel eyes narrowed at me, and his whole body stiffened when I finally did my grand reveal with Gracie in tow.

Surprised? Yes.

Delighted? Debatable.

“When have you ever known a man to properly communicate his feelings the first go around?” He held up a finger to stop me from arguing and added, “Yes, men are capable of emotional maturity. But I also know what it’s like to be caught off guard in the presence of, I don’t know…a beautiful woman.”

I flipped my braid off my shoulder dramatically, folding my hands flat under my chin while I turned to flutter my eyelashes at him. “Aww. At least my dad thinks I’m pretty.”

My dad rolled his eyes at me while grinning, focusing on properly peeling the paper off the newest sticky hook. “All jokes aside, I’d keep an eye on him.”

“Well, I’ll be working with him more often than not, so that won’t be hard to do.”

“Just don’t be surprised if he eventually works up the nerve to ask you to dinner; that's all I’m trying to say.” He stepped back from the wall with his hands on his hips, satisfied with his work.

“If that man ever asks me to dinner, I’ll give you twenty bucks.” I leaned back on my hands, stretching my legs out in front of me and crossing my ankles. “I think he’s more surprised that, one; a woman, is capable of working in this field. And two; he’s now neighbors with a blue-haired, tatted degenerate. What will the townsfolk think?”

“Now I think you’re just being judgmental—mostly toward yourself.” My dad sighed and leaned down to press a kiss to Gracie’s forehead. She kept her green eyes glued to her show, but she managed to tilt her head toward her grandpa so he could properly kiss her.

“I think I’m a tad more realistic about how small towns work than you.” I shrugged. “It’s not all Stars Hollow and cute town halls like you may think.” While I anticipated our new neighbors to be a bit more conservative and judgmental, I was still determined to win them over. I was a delight, and so were my dad and my daughter. Preparing for side-eyes and disappointed frowns when everyone met the alternative single mom would help me not get too discouraged and focus on proving to everyone that my family could be a wonderful addition to the community.

“But the internet also exists, and you can’t judge someone’s worldview based on how clean-cut they look.” I didn’t think Graham looked clean-cut. I considered Graham’s overall appearance to be…rugged. “Okay, I’m going to order us some dinner.”

I grinned, excited about how this would play out because I had already discovered this problem earlier today. “Yeah, look up what’s close by,” I encouraged him. A moment later, after hearing him settle onto the couch in the living room, I heard his disappointed sigh of realization.

“Are you in the mood to try a local diner?”

I finished folding the last of Gracie’s clothing and set them aside on the shelves in her closet. “Why do you ask?” I wiggled my fingers goodbye to my daughter—who only glanced at me in acknowledgment—before joining my father on the couch.

“I don’t know, just sounds good,” my dad said while frowning at his phone.

“Hmm.” I nodded, resting my arm on the couch so I could cup my chin in my palm. “This has nothing to do with the fact that something called ‘Jason’s Diner’ is the only place available for delivery for miles?”

My dad rested his head on the back of the couch and rubbed a hand down his face. “What are we going to eat?”

“I’m afraid we’re going to have to make something ourselves,” I explained. My dad groaned and leaned into my bit, dropping his phone into his lap in mock disappointment. I continued, “That means we’ll have to go to the store and get groceries, just like the pilgrims.”

“I’m moving back to Orange County,” my dad declared. “I already miss Thai food.”

“We just had Thai for dinner yesterday,” I argued.

“But that was in San Francisco, which is four hours from here.” He slumped on the couch, making me laugh, “…it’s so quiet here.”

Instead of replying, I looked outside the window near the front door. He was right. There was a quietness out here I wasn’t used to quite yet. It wasn’t unsettling; if anything, it felt calming.

I had lots of feelings about moving out here. The first was anxiety, mostly wondering how well Gracie would adjust to such a big change. We had a small community for a few years in the apartment my dad and I raised her in. Our neighbors had babies similar in age that Gracie got to see once in a while. But in the last year or so, all the kids moved out. Now, all the people who lived in the complex were childless newlyweds or single people fresh out of college, and living off their parents’ trust funds.

This was Gracie’s first time starting at a new school, too. I was nervous about how she’d adjust to the added experience of moving to the other end of the state. She was a kid who thrived on routine and consistency, like most autistic children.

However, once Gracie adjusted, I thought she’d like it out here. Things would be less busy. We could go on more nature walks, and she could explore more safely than she could in the densely populated suburban city we lived in before.

Based on the research I did, it looked like this town was very family friendly.

Meaning kids.

Meaning a chance for Gracie to make friends, something that was very difficult for her to do when she couldn’t speak.

The house we were in now offered more room, too. For years, my dad slept on a pull-out couch mattress in our two-bedroom apartment. He insisted that Gracie and I each have our own rooms and that he had already had his own room for most of his life. My mom passed away years before I got pregnant with Gracie, and even though my dad had healed from losing my mom, I had a feeling that he felt unsettled ever since.

I wasn’t surprised by his offer to move in and help when Gracie was born.

My dad was actually helpful, which made me uncomfortable the first year he lived with us. He didn’t want to just be another mouth for me to feed (even though he and I both sucked at cooking and ended up ordering take-out more often than not). He went out of his way to run errands with Gracie when I became overstimulated and needed time to myself. Or if I had an important meeting for work that she couldn’t shriek in the background of. He helped me maintain her therapy schedule and consistency with her development.

But as someone who was determined to prove that I didn’t need a shitty father figure in our lives to raise Gracie, my instinct to do everything myself often got in the way of my dad trying to be helpful.

You can’t handle Gracie all on your own. Those were the words John threatened me with as he was walking out the door, a Hail Mary of his as I confirmed that, yes, I was kicking him out. His words haunted me over the years. In the moment, I thought, Yes, I can, because I already do, you useless shit stain. Though during the lonely hours of the night, still suffering from postpartum depression and anxiety, doubts dangerously crept in.

A downside to having my dad live with us, beyond a daily hit to my pride as a parent, was the cramped living space. And making him act cordially with Gracie’s dad, who only ever came around when it was convenient for him, or when he was dating a woman that he wanted to impress. Or when the guilt of being a mostly absent father ate at him too much.

This opportunity with Sun Steer Tech excited me, though.

What if small-town life was what our little family needed? If I could figure out how to provide Gracie with all the state support we received in Orange County, I had a feeling this would be the type of landscape where the three of us could thrive.

Our goal was to move here permanently.

Something deep in my soul felt like Redwood Springs was supposed to be our home.

It would be better for Gracie to have stabilization; my dad could enjoy retirement; and I could still travel wherever I would be needed. Moore Farms was the debut of this technology. Sun Steer Tech partnered with Boson Motors to produce the first commercial prototypes, and my contract said I needed to be on-site as IT support for at least one year.

That should be enough time for us to find permanent housing in the area, once I figure out what made that so difficult.

Perhaps Graham could point me in the direction of a good real-estate agent in town—if he’ll forgive me for my little prank, that is.

My dad and I were on our phones, doomscrolling, when someone knocked on our door an hour later, delivering our dinner from Jason’s Diner. Gracie came out of her room at the smell of food and glared at the sandwiches her primary adults were eating.

“Your nuggets are on the table,” my dad informed her.

The table was nice. Perfectly stained and polished wood. Not a scratch or indication that anyone had used it before. Like everything else in this house. The place came mostly furnished, but I asked if her bedroom specifically could be cleaned out for her bed and furniture. Even though the house, town, weather, and people would all be entirely new to little Gracie, at least her bedroom could be her safe and familiar space.

I was in awe when Graham showed us around the house earlier today. It was filled with warm woods, black fixtures, and modern colors. Houseplants were used as a natural decor—even though I made a mental note to move them all high enough so Gracie wouldn’t shred the leaves off of them. She was an anxious ripper.

My bedroom, the primary bedroom, had its own en suite—complete with a standing glass shower and separate soaker tub. The large showers could house at least a dozen people. There was also a large patio with lights, which seemed to face the other patio of the house right next door—Graham’s house.

My dad and Gracie’s bedrooms also had an en suite, with a shower/tub combo. “For the peasant you are,” I teased him when he discovered that he didn’t have a separate tub as I did.

“If peasants get their own bathrooms, I’ll happily be one,” my dad replied.

I recalled Graham’s neutral expression earlier when Olivia matched my energy and geeked out over how glorious my new bedroom was.

I still couldn’t believe Graham was Brandon’s brother.

Brandon was the clean-cut one between the two of them. Graham’s golden blond hair brushed against his shoulders under his hat. His flannel hugged his chest and arms, and his jeans looked worn just enough not to sit perfectly snug on his large thighs anymore. He was big, not in a cut way, but in a man who engages in physical labor every day, way. The perfect balance of a soft and strong body.

His daughter, Olivia, seemed perfectly experienced with neurodivergent kiddos, which was a huge plus. Gracie’s behaviors only improved with experienced adults.

“So,” my dad cleared his throat after eating the last of his sandwich. “What’s the plan for the weekend? Do you have anything you need to do?”

I shook my head. “The big shipments shouldn’t arrive until Monday, which will be my official first day of work. Tomorrow and Sunday, we can spend settling in. Let Gracie get her bearings and maybe stock up the fridge.”

“Maybe we could walk around town, figure out what all the little shops are,” my dad suggested. “Meet the judgy townsfolk. Count how many pearls get clutched when they see you.”

“I love that idea,” I smirked. I knew my hair was a statement. I had colored it this bright blue color a couple of years before starting at Sun Steer Tech. I wasn’t sure how my daughter would react to it, but thankfully, when I came home from the salon, she shrieked in excitement. She spent the whole day gently playing with my hair, smiling. I loved the positive reaction from her, so the blue hair stayed.

Partly for Gracie, but mostly for me. To do something fun and wild. To remind me that I’m a woman outside of being a mom. That I’m Violet Thompson first, who also happens to be a mother.

“Maybe we can find you a Luke,” my dad suggested without meeting my eye.

“First of all, Lorelei should have married the English teacher.” I pivoted my dad’s suggestion by engaging in an argument we loved to have.

“No—she should have called off her engagement with the English teacher before the actual wedding day,” my dad countered.

“As soon as Lorelei found out that Luke kept his surprise daughter a secret from her, she should have kicked him to the curb and never looked back,” I argued.

“Regardless—”

“Dad,” I cut him off, trying to be firm but gentle. “Please. I just want to put down roots. I don’t need a man to do that.”

My dad smiled back at me, his gaze settling on a humming Gracie enjoying her chicken nuggets at the dining table, whereas we ate on the couch. “I know you don’t. Trust me, you don’t need anyone, Violet.” My chest filled with warmth from his acknowledgement, “But it’s nice having a partner, too.”

In my personal experience, no, it wasn’t.

I don’t have time to help you, John’s words echoed in my mind. You’re being so lazy. Women have been having kids for thousands of years. Why is this so hard for you? I went to work all day; you just stayed home, so why is the laundry piled up on the bed?

My dad, however, was a great man. He set the bar high for partners everywhere. So I knew it was possible to find a man capable of expressing love and support. But in the age of dude-bro-podcasts, where algorithms red-pilled men and convinced them that saying “I don’t like talking about politics” was normal, or that house chores had gender roles, such a man was much more difficult to find.

And it wasn’t worth the difficulty for me.

To this day, I’m relieved I never entertained the idea of marriage with John, even though he pushed it as soon as we found out I was pregnant. Perhaps that was why his charming and loving façade collapsed so rapidly. He couldn’t get me to do what he wanted, and thankfully, it made separating from him after he called me a “bitch” much easier.

John was…around. As Gracie developed and her delays became more prominent, he continued to be a judgmental, ableist ass about how I parented her. The last time John saw Gracie was about six months ago, after I gave him the news of my new job and the potential of us relocating. He tried to put up a fight to keep us local to him, but the judge ended up laughing in his face after seeing proof of the lack of financial support and visitation. Thank god.

John promised to make the trip up to visit us, but I’d believe it when I saw it.

“She’s fading,” my dad’s voice pulled me back into the present again, and we both watched as Gracie’s eyes started to slowly blink as she watched her iPad, half a nugget in her mouth.

“She’s had a big couple of days,” I whispered, walking over to her. “Gracie, are you all done?” I signed “all done” in case she couldn’t focus on my voice in her sleepy state. She put her half-eaten nugget down and slid off the dining room chair, marching to her room.

For all of Gracie’s behaviors and challenges, bedtime has never been one of them. The girl loved bedtime and looked forward to it every night. After gently singing our bedtime song, getting her in jammies, and brushing her teeth, her grandpa and I gave her a goodnight kiss and tucked her into bed.

“What a perfect kid you made,” my dad hummed through a yawn. “I need to turn in, too.”

“I’ll see you in the morning.” I whispered goodbye as we each retreated to our own bedrooms.

Our own bedrooms. What a luxury.

I walked out onto my own private patio, which faced Graham’s patio. All the lights were off in his house, and when I turned my own porch lights off, I stared up at the starry sky—obsessing over how many I could see out here.

Gracie would love it, I thought. I should show her this tomorrow.

I reclined in a patio chair, breathing it all in. The natural quiet, accompanied by the random chirps of whatever woodland creatures hung out in Redwood Springs. I focused on unclenching my muscles, tipping my head back toward the sky. I forced my shoulders down so that I could inhale the fresh air through my nose and out my mouth.

We made it. Days of driving with a neurodivergent five-year-old, and we made it.

Tomorrow was officially day one of, hopefully, our new life in Redwood Springs, and I was determined to embrace this new start with open arms.
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Chapter Three
GRAHAM



I dreamed about Violet that night, and I…didn’t know how to deal with that.

Working early hours in the fields meant that if I had no plans and the sun set, so did my eyelids. So after getting into bed earlier in the evening, something my daughter and ex-wife teased me for mercilessly, I was surprised when I rolled over and saw my new neighbor on her patio. The lights were off, the setting illuminated only by the moon and stars. She had her chin tipped back, eyes closed, looking like a goddess of the night with her blue hair.

I forced myself to roll away and go back to sleep, promising myself that I’d remember to close the curtains the next night when I wasn’t already in bed. Having lived on this cul-de-sac by myself for so many years, I needed to be more mindful of others now.

The next morning, I woke to the sound of a child laughing, and when I went to the front room to sneak a glance out of the window, Violet and her father were chasing the little girl around in the large grass lawn that filled our private cul-de-sac.

In agriculture, you rarely get weekends off, so I let myself out to make my way to the fields, politely returning Violet’s enthusiastic wave as she saw me get into my truck. The way her face lit up when she saw me, and paused chasing her daughter to greet me, made me want to grin just as wide back to her.

But I caught myself, realizing how foreign the feeling was.

Perhaps my daughter and ex were right, and I was too stuck in my routines.

The next day, I noticed the three of them hauling groceries from their car—well, Violet and Frank hauling groceries. Gracie ran ahead of them and let herself inside without carrying a single bag.

On occasion, I’d hear a small child’s robotic voice, which indicated that Gracie was communicating. From what I would overhear through my open windows, Gracie’s favorite words were “oatmeal,” “no,” “stop,” and “all done.”

Then Monday morning came, and Olivia visited me before heading over to the elementary school. I guess she had called Violet and asked if she could meet them at Gracie’s new kindergarten class, wanting to stop by and start the school year with me and her favorite bowl of cereal.

Just like she used to when she was a kid, starting her own school year.

Madison was supposed to be Gracie’s Kindergarten teacher.

My ex-wife and daughter were both excited that, thanks to another grant from my brother, Redwood Springs now had a fully funded Special Education program, complete with six SPED kids starting Kindergarten and Preschool, instead of getting lumped into a General Education (GenEd) classroom without proper support systems in place.

This was why Olivia was able to be Gracie’s one-on-one support both at school and, for a couple of days of the week, at home as a BI. An unusual situation, since apparently, school districts weren’t eager to provide both a SPED classroom and one-on-one support for autistic students like Gracie. It was typically one or the other.

I was rolling my morning joint as Olivia was informing me about how exciting this new school year was for her and her mom.

“So…where does Gracie fall on the autism spectrum? If it’s not a HIPAA violation to share, that is,” I asked. My daughter gave me a furrowed-brow look as she scooped a heaping spoonful of sugary cereal into her mouth. She chewed thoughtfully before responding.

“What do you mean?”

“Autism is a spectrum, right?” I glanced down at my morning joint, which I was rolling on the island. “Is she more on one end than the other? The middle?”

Olivia tilted her head back and forth. “It’s a spectrum, yes. But not the kind you’re thinking of.”

I licked the paper before folding the last edge into the roll. “What kind am I thinking of?”

“A linear one, probably.” Olivia stood from the counter and rinsed her empty bowl in the sink. “But autism isn’t a linear spectrum. It’s not from point A to point B—though people try to make it sound like that.”

Huh. “So…instead, it’s…?” I pried.

Olivia dried the bowl and returned it to the cupboard before leaning a hip against the counter again and holding her hands up, about a foot apart from each other. “It’s not one straight line of a spectrum. Autism is much more complicated than that, and we still have a lot to learn about it. What we do know…” Olivia started to move each of her hands. In front of her, behind her, to her side, up, and down. “Is that the autism spectrum is more three-dimensional than not. Picture the ‘beginning’ of the spectrum starting as the center point of a 3D sphere, and each presentation of autism has its own line drawn out from the center to the edge of the sphere.”

She helped me visualize it.

This wasn’t the first time my daughter’s intelligence made my chest inflate with pride. Here she was, a twenty-something adult, almost out of college, educating me on a concept I’ll never understand as well as she and her mother do.

“I can see how my question doesn’t make sense, then,” I replied.

“There is a relatively new system where medical professionals try to diagnose different levels of autism, depending on how high the needs of the patients are. But they say that if you meet one person with autism, congratulations.” Olivia smiled, holding up one finger, “You’ve met one person with autism.”

Olivia and Madison’s field suddenly seemed so much more complicated than I realized it was.

“That sounds like it could make your jobs pretty difficult,” I muttered as I pulled out a lighter, then remembered to open the kitchen window. “Because each student you work with will have their own presentation of it.”

“You’re right,” Olivia sighed, before taking the lighter from my hands and igniting my joint for me. “As soon as we understand one child’s behaviors, how they communicate, how they absorb information, what motivates them, we send them on their way, hoping that their other teachers and therapists next year will be able to figure it out, too. Marking up the Individual Education Plan helps, obviously. But when we get a new autistic child in the class, we often have to start over and build rapport with them. What works for one autistic child won’t always work for another. This is why it’s important to have a consistent SPED program at a school, so that SPED kids can age up with their grade, just like their neurotypical peers get to experience school.”

I nodded and glanced at the time on the stove. “Do you need to head out soon?” I asked, taking a drag. I would have offered some to Olivia, but she preferred to indulge at the end of the day. She didn’t have a sore body that required her to pregame a workday with marijuana quite yet.

“Yeah, I’ll see you later.” Olivia ran to the entryway to pull on her flannel. “Mom says hi, by the way.”

“Tell her I say hi back, and to let me know if her classroom needs anything else,” I replied. Not that I would be the one writing the checks, per se. That was Brandon’s thing. He had always been better with numbers and accounting, whereas I was better with my hands.

Brandon was in charge of the Moore family fortune, which he and I shared a mutual distaste for. Old money was problematic money. Our family’s wealth was made from hurting the marginalized and impoverished. So when our corrupt father died, and Brandon became heir to Moore Farms (and other investments our father made), he made one single oath that he had yet to break.

Never become a billionaire.

He’d gotten close to breaking that promise, but starting Sun Steer Tech and actually paying all his employees appropriately helped him rein things in.

Taking over the funding for the SPED program, so that my ex-wife and daughter could actually have the resources needed to teach high-needs children, also helped. According to Madison, school districts generally made their first budget cuts to SPED programs.

Not on Brandon’s watch.

He’d also helped bail out businesses that were doomed to fail during the COVID pandemic, like Laurel’s Coffee Shop and Jason’s Diner. Nearby ranches and animal sanctuaries, like my friend Duncan’s. He’d also helped fund sports and academic programs all over California. If anyone was a Redwood Springs resident, Brandon covered one hundred percent of their healthcare and education costs.

Mine and Brandon’s loyalty would always be to Redwood Springs, the town that saved the two of us from an abusive family. The town and community that always picked us up after our father and grandfather pushed us down.

The town that ran Madison’s abusive parents out of it.

When Sun Steer Tech finalized the deal with Boson Motors for the prototypes of tractors and shakers, my brother agreed to fund most of the materials and labor costs for development. Boson Motors would have been morons to turn down such a deal.

Sure, we could have just given away all our money and pulled out of all the investments and income our father had left us. We could have sold Moore Farms to some other problematic billionaire to wipe our hands clean of everything. But the night of our father’s funeral, while wrapping my head around my impending divorce with Madison, getting ready to attend law school, Brandon sat down with me and asked, “What if we just…distributed everything better?”

Over a decade later, here we were. Funding everything Redwood Springs residents needed.

After a few more drags, I finished my joint and flicked it in the ashtray on my kitchen counter, all too aware of the sounds of Violet’s car coming back up the gravel drive after dropping her daughter off at school. The sound of her car door slamming shut and the opening and closing of her front door. Sounds I wasn’t used to hearing in this cul-de-sac but would get used to them soon enough. Then, the sound of large semi-trucks made me snap my head up in alert.

They shouldn’t be dropping the equipment off here.

They should be dropping it off in the fields.

“Shit,” I muttered, running out of my house without grabbing my shoes.

“Wow,” a familiar feminine voice chimed when my feet hit the gravel, and I fought a wince. “Dogs out and everything.”

I turned toward Violet, who was gracefully stepping down her own porch steps in her goth leather boots. She must have heard the semi-trucks, too, and walked right back out her front door. She wore black cargo pants that cinched at her ankles and another low-cut tank top—this one white.

“Is that what you’re wearing today?” I asked as I turned toward the view of the large semi pulling up the driveway.

“Yup.” Violet stepped up to my side and shoved her hands in her pants pockets. At least her blue hair was pulled back into a braid, instead of hanging loose, threatening to get caught in farm equipment.

“You’re too exposed,” I replied, frowning at the driver of the truck. I wasn’t looking forward to telling him he ended up in the wrong spot.

“I’m sorry, I think I must have misheard you.” Violet’s tone changed, making me look down at her in alarm. Her green eyes were locked on me, somehow staring me down while I stood several inches taller than her. “I could have sworn you were making inappropriate comments about my body on my first day of work. While barefoot.”

Confusion filled my head—seconds before realization and horror replaced it.

“What? No. That’s not⁠—”

“Hello!” The delivery driver had parked and hopped out of his massive vehicle. “Where would you like me to drop the product?”

“About two miles east of here,” was my reply to him, before I turned to Violet. “I’m just saying you’re showing too much of your skin⁠—”

“You cannot be serious.” Violet’s eyes flared with agitation. “I’m not showing too much skin—I just have big breasts, and you’re noticing them. Grow up.”

The delivery driver stopped in his tracks, his own look of discomfort marring his expression.

“I’m not…” I lifted a finger toward the driver as I pinched the bridge of my nose and closed my eyes, inhaling through my nostrils to gather my thoughts. “Violet. I’m just saying you’re going to get sunburned. It’s going to be a sunny day with high UV. The almond trees aren’t providing a lot of shade, and there’s little to no shade in the strawberry fields. You need sunscreen or a shirt that’ll cover you more. I don’t give a shit about the size of your breasts.”

Liar, the pathetic loser in my brain muttered, you care very much about her large breasts. They look perfect and beautiful and would probably make a wonderful place for your face to rest after a long day.

Violet’s angered expression froze, then paled, before a flush of embarrassment colored her cheeks.

“Oh,” was her reply, and I swore I could physically see the wind leaving her sails.

“You need to get in the habit of checking the weather and UV scale every morning before starting work in the fields,” I added, then turned toward the delivery driver, pointing in the direction of Moore Almonds. “You’re in the wrong spot. You turned too soon on the main road.”

The delivery driver nodded before pulling his phone out and reciting the address.

“Yes, that’s the right address, but that’s not where you are. Here,” I grumbled and turned back toward my house. “You can follow me if you want. Let me get my keys.”

Right as I slipped my shoes and socks on, grabbed my keys, and made my way outside again, Violet had a black leather jacket on. There was a loose chain dangling from the pocket to somewhere on the back, and I fought the urge to critique her attire again as I stomped toward my truck.

“Can I ride with you?” Violet asked.

I nodded and pivoted to the passenger side door, opening it for her.

She thanked me quietly as she hopped inside, before I slammed the door shut.

Why was I in such a foul mood? Was it because the second real conversation I had with Violet was also a bust? I fumbled our introduction, which made showing her around her house unbearably uncomfortable—something Olivia teased me for immediately via text after she left that day.

I was hoping I could get it together the next time we interacted, but clearly, I was incapable of proper communication in this beautiful woman’s presence—and she immediately called me out for ogling her, which meant I needed to do a better job of keeping my eyes in check.

“I’m sorry,” Violet said as we headed toward the farm.

I glanced toward her and asked, “For?”

“Getting defensive back there.” She jutted her thumb over her shoulder. “I can come off as combative at times.” I hummed my agreement, glancing in the rearview mirror to ensure the truck driver was actually following us.

“I got that,” I replied.

Silence descended over the cabin of my truck, and right when my shoulders relaxed, Violet spoke up again.

“My field is a male-dominated one.”

I murmured my response, “Yeah. It is. I guess I never thought about it.”

“Well, I have to think about it every day,” Violet retorted. I could feel her staring at me, as if she could sense how difficult it was for me to keep my eyes ahead as we turned onto a gravel road. “Men don’t always take me seriously. It can be terrifying starting a new job in tech, not knowing how I’m going to be treated by my male coworkers and clients. When your first words to me this morning were critiquing my clothes, I assumed I was reliving a conversation I’ve had to have many times in my industry.”

I frowned at that, internally berating myself for not being more understanding about her unique position.

“Agriculture is also male dominated,” I replied, following the curve of the road until the sign saying “Moore’s Almonds” came into view. “I’ve worked with women before, obviously. But the majority of the time, it’s men I speak and interact with.” I parked the car and turned to face her. “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, Violet.” Her emerald eyes shone at me, and her lips formed an uncomfortable but forced smile. “I apologize for… inappropriately critiquing your outfit for work today.”

“You’re forgiven, and I’m sorry for assuming why you did so.” Violet stuck her hand out with her apology, wiggling her fingers for me to shake.

I obliged and added, “You’re forgiven, too.”

“Excellent.” Violet perked up, a physical embodiment of water under the bridge. “Is this the almond tree farm?”

“Yes.” I opened the door to step out so I could direct the semi into the right spot, and Violet followed me. “I’ll be showing you around our properties today, since this guy needs to make multiple stops.”

“Sounds good.” Violet gave me a thumbs up as she followed beside me, and it took every muscle in my body not to let her fresh floral scent make me lose my train of thought throughout the day.
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Chapter Four
VIOLET



Moore Farms was actually several farms.

The first farm we visited was of almond trees, which spanned a few dozen acres. Apparently, most almond farms in California were located centrally in the state, hours and hours from us. Moore Farms owned those, too, and those spanned over hundreds of acres, according to Graham. This season, we will be testing Boson Motors’ new shakers on the smaller farm here in Redwood Springs before shipping everything out to central California to be mainstreamed into production.

We would also be testing other devices on other farms, such as a beach strawberry farm that Graham took me to tour after lunch, while the delivery guy and his crew unloaded the shakers into the new shed that Brandon had built over the summer. The almonds wouldn’t start budding until November, which means they wouldn’t be ready to shake off the trees until late spring or early summer—depending on how the season went.

This was when I learned that shaking the trees was, quite literally, part of the almond harvesting process. I don’t know why I thought each tiny almond was hand-plucked but based on the mass of trees Graham walked us through, there was obviously no other way to harvest beyond shaking the almonds off the branches. Then, a tractor with a vacuum would come by and suck all the almonds up, where they would be taken to a facility to be separated from the natural debris and into almond-only piles.

It was fascinating to learn about.

Until then, I will be spending time installing the solar-powered batteries needed to charge the shakers tomorrow. It seemed like a lot for one woman to do, but Graham promised that he would help, so that he and his team could run things on their own once my year-long contract was up. The entire system was designed to only ever need one person on-site for tech support, ensuring that farmers and their staff could grow with the technology, instead of being replaced by it.

It was obvious from the way Graham spoke about my stay, asking if everything in the house was “good enough,” that he didn’t intend for me and my family to be his neighbors for more than my year-long contract. Which was fine. I was making decent money with Sun Steer Tech, and we didn’t pay rent or utilities for our A-frame. That meant I could save up a shit ton of money to put toward a down payment somewhere else in Redwood Springs.

I didn’t mention my long-term goals to stay in Redwood Springs to Graham because I assumed that he didn’t give a shit. He wasn’t a talker. I had a feeling his apology to me in the car was a unique situation that required him to communicate effectively, but unless there was conflict to iron out, Graham communicated through head nods and shrugs and as few words as possible.

Which was fine.

That didn't keep me from yapping as much as I could. When I casually mentioned that I needed to store away all the beautiful ceramic cups, bowls, and plates in the house, Graham looked mildly offended, which made me suspect that he had picked out all the dishes himself. His offended expression didn’t go away until I casually explained that ceramics and five-year-olds, generally, did not mix well. His lips went from downward to flat after that. I took it as an improvement.

When he showed me the strawberry fields, I was excited to learn that it was time to start planting new plants—twenty-five thousand strawberry plants. This was considered a small amount in the industry. That’s when the second delivery from Boson Motors arrived, and Graham explained the different devices used to plant. Like a water wheel, which seemed fun to operate.

The estimated millions of strawberries wouldn’t be harvested until spring as well.

I met a handful of other farmers under the Moore Farms staff, who were all men, and all seemed polite enough. None of them became tongue-tied or openly ogled the woman who was going to lead the installation and management of the new equipment for them to use.

Basically, it was a great first day. I got chaperoned around by Graham in his truck and learned where all the different branches of Moore Farms were.

When we came back to the houses around 2:00 pm, I did a double-take a few yards before we stopped in front of his house.

“You have bunnies?” I gasped as I stuck my nose against the window. How did I miss this before? Perhaps it was because the cute little bunny house was tucked close to the back of his house, opposite his back deck. You’d only get a glimpse of it driving in if you were looking for it. I was ecstatic to spot it now. The bunny house was two levels and was large enough to be a fancy playhouse for a kid of Gracie’s size. The bottom half was completely protected by chicken wire, and the top had a small window that also seemed to be covered by chicken wire.

I spotted a couple of pure white bunnies, as well as a few floppy-eared gray ones.

“Yup,” Graham replied, not looking nearly as enthused as I was.

“How many?” I asked as the bunny house disappeared from view.

“Um, maybe a dozen?” Graham replied as he threw his truck into park. “I can’t recall. Haven’t counted them recently.”

“Can I pet one?” I asked.

“No,” Graham grunted as he exited the truck and shut the door behind him.

I hopped out too, not deterred, because I would absolutely hold a bunny—and see if Gracie was interested in holding a bunny—before we moved to our permanent home.

“Thanks for showing me around today.” I waved to him as he made his way toward his porch steps. “I need to go pick up Gracie, but I think you and I are going to be best friends.”

Graham snorted instead of coming up with a real response, but as he glanced at me over his shoulder, I could have sworn I saw a smirk under his thick blond beard. I grinned and started ascending my own porch steps when he surprised me by speaking up.

“Say hi to Olivia and Madison for me.” Graham shoved his hands in the pockets of his worn jeans.

“I will—who’s Madison?”

“Mrs. Chase,” Graham replied with a full smirk. “Olivia’s mom.”

“Oh.” I stared at him for a beat as I processed this. “Gracie’s kindergarten teacher is your wife?”

“Ex-wife,” Graham corrected.

“Ah…she changed her name after the divorce?” It was undeniable prying, but Graham was chatting it up, so I leaned into it.

Graham shook his head and replied, “She took her wife’s last name when they got married.”

“I see,” I replied, honored to learn more about his family dynamics. “Redwood Springs really is a small town.” Graham popped his shoulder and stomped across his porch, disappearing through his front door. The front door to our house opened behind me, and my dad stood in the doorway, peering through to stare at Graham’s house.

“How was it?” my dad asked.

“Great.” I smiled up at him as I made my way inside, desperate to grab a drink of water before I picked up the little one. “What did you do today?” I asked him.

“I walked down to Laurel’s Coffee Shop this morning.” A soft look flickered across my dad’s face as he followed me back inside, but before I could ask him about it, he continued, “Really good coffee, and an easy walking distance. Gracie could handle it just fine.”

I hummed as I filled a plastic cup of water. Gracie struggled with going on walks. She didn’t learn how to walk until she was two years old, and she still hadn’t quite mastered running or jumping. Her gross motor skills were severely delayed, but going on walks was a good way to help build muscle, since she was the flavor of autistic person who was prone to lean muscle tone.

“That’s great,” I replied after chugging the water.

“Did I hear you say that you and Mr. Moore are going to be best friends?” my dad asked. I snickered as I retied my braid, mentally preparing for the emotional transition of confident, has her shit together IT support, to emotionally available and safe mother.

“Eventually.” I grinned at my dad as I passed him in the living room, grabbing our car keys that hung on the hook, “…Should I be calling him Mr. Moore?” I questioned.

My dad tipped his head side to side in thought. “He’s your boss, right?”

“Yeah,” I quirked my lips to the side with my reply. “But I never called his brother, the CEO, Mr. Moore. Just Brandon.”

My dad chuckled to himself before he said, “Maybe I’m just old.”

“You’re not wrong,” I agreed. My dad wasn’t that old, but we loved joking about how old he was all the time. “Are you coming with?” My dad shook his head and plopped himself down on the couch, going as far as to prop his feet up.

“I’ll have her snacks ready for when you’re back,” he offered instead.

I smiled goodbye at him before heading out the door and saying, “Thank you.” I hopped down the driveway to get into my own car. I couldn’t resist looking back at Graham’s A-frame. It was black, opposite our white house. All the windows were reflective of the sunny skies outside, so I couldn’t see into his house that well, but I thought I saw movement in his main living area.

I waved happily, just in case he was in there watching me leave.

Worst-case scenario, I waved at no one.

Best-case scenario, I caught Graham watching me get into my car.

Driving off, I took a few deep breaths, realizing that Gracie’s teacher—Graham’s ex-wife—never sent me any texts or calls during the day, and hoped deep in my soul that meant Gracie had a good first full day of school. There was always the possibility that it was a very difficult first day of school, and the teacher attempted to “tough it out,” but I hoped that wasn’t the case.

Squeezing the steering wheel with my hands, I exhaled a heavy breath that also seemed to release a lot of the tension and anxiety I had been building up since Brandon first approached me with this job offer months ago. I was here. Gracie was in school full-time. My dad was going on walks to a coffee shop now. I was a badass bitch who could provide support for the latest tech in agriculture.

Things were going well; now I just needed to continue to win over my neighbor and boss, and I hoped it would all be smooth sailing from there.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Five
GRAHAM



I had no idea how Violet caught me staring at her, but she did.

So that’s how that was going.

Afterward, I was sitting in my favorite reading chair when I heard her car pull in again after picking up her kid. I tried to focus on my novel, but I couldn’t. As soon as a flash of blue hair caught my attention outside my window, I was invested.

Watching Violet be a mother, in comparison to a cheeky colleague, was interesting. Her daughter got out of the car just fine, but something kept her from going inside the house. Violet tried to convince her daughter to come along, going as far as to grasp her arm and pull.

But Gracie just yelled and ran further away from Violet, toward the grass lawn in the middle of the cul-de-sac. Violet looked distressed as her daughter threw herself on the ground and rolled onto her back, squawking. Gracie didn’t speak words; she just…babbled.

Violet looked up at the sky that her daughter was staring at. From the way her shoulders rose and dropped, it looked as if she released a heavy sigh before lying down next to her daughter.

The two of them lay on the grass on their backs, looking up at the sky, for maybe five minutes before Frank stepped out to check on them. He chuckled at the sight of them on the grass and, though he moved stiffly, managed to sit down near them to quietly chat with Violet while Gracie continued to lie on her back, staring at the sky.

After another couple of minutes, the little girl sat up and marched toward the front door. Violet and her dad shared an amused look before following her to the porch, and I could barely hear Violet say something along the lines of, “She’s on her own timeline,” to her dad.

I smirked to myself. I recalled thinking the same thing when Olivia was that age.

Then I started to wonder how old Violet was, or rather, how much younger than me she was. Not that it really mattered, because age differences between colleagues weren’t a significant fact to note. Unless the older man was making the younger woman uncomfortable, that is. Violet was a beautiful woman who could clearly sniff out a man being attracted to her a mile away, and if she was going to be next door for a year, I needed to get it together.
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The next morning, I woke up earlier to chop some wood before I left for the farms. It was a mindless activity that I didn’t have to do, since I had a working electrical heating system in the house. Chopping wood was something I picked up a few years ago to get me to shake up my routine and elevate my mood. I fell into a small bout of depression a couple of years ago, before Madison and Shelly got together. My daughter and ex-wife both sat me down and said that they were concerned about me. Word got around that I hadn’t been as engaged with the community. I was skipping guys’ nights at the studio more and more, and I often found myself sitting alone at home, going through the motions of life, but not really living it. A few therapy sessions later, I had some tools at my disposal to help me avoid accidentally slipping into another depression. Chopping wood every few weeks was exercise, and it got me outdoors for reasons that weren’t just work-related.

Plus, there were older residents in Redwood Springs like Laurel who preferred to burn firewood to heat their homes in the winter, and I ended up donating a lot of my logs to them.

It was warmer for a fall morning, so I wasn’t too surprised to start sweating as I stacked the first row of wood. Instead of wearing wet clothing, I opted to remove my shirt to let my skin breathe. The feel of the dewy air on my skin always felt like a breath of fresh air from Mother Earth herself.

Plus, soaking up more vitamin D didn’t hurt.

When had I chopped and stacked a second row of wood along the side of my house, a thump sounded from Violet’s house, close to where her bedroom was. I hesitated and turned, looking at her bedroom window. Shit, was I being too loud? Her blinds stayed closed, and I heard no other noise after that. I shook my head, assuming it was Gracie playing, and continued my routine.

[image: ]


VIOLET

Graham chops wood without a shirt.

Graham chops wood without a shirt.

My vagina couldn’t handle this knowledge. I awoke to the sound of a repetitive thud, along with wooden blocks tumbling. It wasn’t until I rubbed the sleep from my eyes that I realized the noise was coming from outside. I groaned, wondering who would bother to get up at the crack of dawn, before I used two fingers to pull the blinds down to peek at who was causing a ruckus.

It was Graham, chopping wood without a shirt on. My brain blue-screened at the visual. I was stuck in an awkward, twisted position, halfway off my bed with my fingers on the blinds, paralyzed by the sight of Graham Moore’s naked torso and low-hung jeans. His blond hair was tied back in a bun on his head, showing off his bearded jaw, strong neck, and shoulder muscles.

He even had those slutty back dimples.

Graham didn’t have a chiseled body with defined abdominal muscles and a tapered waist. No, Graham was sturdy. His stomach had no six-pack or dramatic definition. Instead, he had two divots on his hips that led toward his blond happy trail. The divots indicated that if he did aspire to have a defined and slutty little V on his waist, he could. But I liked that he didn’t. Graham’s naked torso looked real. His pectoral muscles were large, and his arms were thick and defined just enough to indicate that he had muscle.

Sweat glistened on his skin, which clearly saw the sun regularly based on a faint farmer’s tan. I was practically drooling when I realized this could be a regular occurrence. The way Graham’s muscles bunched and flexed as he swung an axe and chopped another small log in half made me clench my thighs together. What a wonderful way to start off the morning.

I lost my balance, and I tumbled out of bed onto the hard floor.

I lay there for a moment, my back on the polished hardwood floors, hating myself for thirsting so pathetically. I was only a woman, after all.

But Graham was my colleague. And neighbor. And probably didn’t want me drooling over his strong dad bod that looked like the perfect density to cuddle with on the couch.

Perhaps I was just too deep in my dry spell.

I hadn’t seriously sought out dating in years. The last sex I had with a man was at least two years ago, and it was very mid. My toys were all I had now, and I was convinced for a while that they were enough, since they got me off every single time without fail. Men, however, would often fail to get me off.

Would Graham be able to?

“God, get it together,” I whispered to myself when I finally decided to push off the floor. I snuck a peek at Graham through the blinds one last time before checking the clock. I didn’t need to wake up for another hour. Which meant that my dad and Gracie probably wouldn’t wake for another hour either.

…and since I was already thinking about my vibrators.

I tightened the blinds to keep them closed before pulling out my tried-and-true bullet. Perhaps I just needed to clear my mind before starting work today. Rub one out to get it out of my system before I interact with Graham and accidentally lick his chest in the middle of the fields, or something.

The more I thought about it, the more responsible it was for me to rub one out before sharing space with him most of the day again.

So yes, I got back into my bed, lay on my back, and turned my vibrator on.

Did I picture that sweaty naked chest on top of me? Yes. Yes, I did.

Somehow, the rhythmic thud, thud, thud of him chopping wood really added to the masturbating experience.

A detail I would take to my grave.
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The next weekend, my dad and I decided to take little Gracie on a walk on Main Street. It’s where Laurel’s Coffee Shop and Jason’s Diner were, but there was also a cute bookstore, a glass shop, a woodworking shop, a ceramics studio that looked closed, and a couple of other small buildings and businesses. The architecture all looked old but was restored to its original glory.

“We’re going to go eat lunch, okay?” I primed Gracie before we entered Jason’s Diner. We’d ordered delivery multiple times now, and thankfully, the menu was large enough for us not to feel like we were eating the same thing every day.

But this was the first time we set foot in the establishment.

It was very modern on the inside, contrary to the old look on the exterior. Warm woods decorated the countertop and walls, greenery hung from the ceiling, and the booths were cream colored with white oak tabletops.

“Hiya,” a young man greeted us as he entered the space from the back kitchen door. The establishment was empty. “I’m so sorry, folks, but we’re only accepting cash right now. Our Wi-Fi is down, and so is our payment system.”

“Oh no.” My dad bent down to hold Gracie, who had reached her hands up toward him when the young man approached.

“Yeah.” The man, probably in his early twenties if I had to guess, lifted a shoulder. “I called the internet company, but they can’t send someone out until tomorrow.”

“Want me to take a look?” I asked, glancing at my dad. “We don’t have cash.” And we also ran through our groceries already. My family and I were really good at eating ingredients and frozen meals, but very bad at cooking.

I kept telling myself that we’d get there eventually.

“Oh, right!” The man snapped his fingers and pointed to me, his eyes dancing around to take in my blue hair. “You’re the farm’s IT support, so you’re probably really good with computers and stuff!” I grinned, loving how he knew exactly who I was. I’d only met Graham and the other farmers in the fields, so the town must be really small if word got around this quickly. “And I’m motivated to help you accept digital payments.”

“If you get the internet back up, I’ll comp your meals.” The door opened behind us, and the young man’s eyes slid to whoever walked in and said, “Hey, Jason. She’s going to take a look at the Wi-Fi.”

I turned around to see a man in a white button-up shirt with blue jeans step into the space. He looked…basic. Clean-shaven with short, perfectly styled brown hair. Brown eyes. An inch or two smaller than my dad.

“Ah, you must be Violet and Frank Thompson.” Jason smiled and shook both of our hands. No need to formally introduce my family, I guess. “Nice to see you again, Gracie.” Jason waved at Gracie, and she blatantly looked away and ignored him. Because my daughter was an icon.

“How do you know my granddaughter?” my dad asked.

“I’m the principal at Redwood Springs Elementary,” Jason explained. “I make it a point to visit all the classrooms during the first few weeks of school and learn all the students’ names.”

“That’s great.” I smiled at Jason and turned back to the kid. “Want to point me in the direction of your router?”

“Oh, yeah.” The guy shoved his notebook in his apron pocket and waved a hand toward me. “I’ll show her where it is and then come back to take your order,” he said to my dad. Jason gestured for my dad and Gracie to take a seat in a nearby booth as he reached behind the hostess stand and pulled out coloring pages and crayons.

Gracie would probably end up biting the shit out of those crayons, but whatever.

“Just back here,” the kid said as he opened a door next to the kitchen. A small, slightly cluttered office space with a desk, rolling chair, and laptop was revealed. Bookshelves with random documents, papers, and picture frames stood behind the desk. On the top shelf was the modem.

“Have you tried restarting it?” I asked. I grabbed a non-rolling chair from in front of the desk to stand on to reach the device.

“No.” the kid shook his head. “I was told not to touch it.”

“That’s correct,” Jason’s voice sounded from the doorway. “The last time Steve tried to fix something on his own, he downloaded viruses on our company laptop.”

“On accident,” Steve defended himself.

“Ah,” I chuckled as I grabbed the device to read the specs on it. “Speaking of, can I look at the laptop?” Based on the heat scorching my skin as I grabbed the modem, I had a feeling I already knew what the problem was. But I preferred to look at error messages on a laptop screen rather than my own phone.

“Sure.” Jason walked in and waved Steve out. “I’ll log you in.” As Jason entered the office space, turning the laptop around to keep the desk separating the two of us, something felt off. The office door was left open, which was reassuring, but there was a vibe Jason was putting off that I couldn’t put my finger on.

All I knew was that I didn’t like it.

“Here.” Jason turned the computer around with a smile, showing off his perfectly straight teeth. “Have at it.”

The way he smiled reminded me of my Gracie’s dad, John. Perhaps that’s what gave me the ick. I recognized that kind of fake smile now. It was the smile of a man with an ulterior motive.

“Thanks.” I had taken the modem off the shelf and set it on the desk. It was tucked between several picture frames, and loose papers were on top of it. I waved one hand over the device in a pitiful attempt to cool it off as I seated myself in front of the laptop.

“So you’re the IT girl,” Jason said as he took a seat on the edge of the desk.

“And you’re the principal,” I replied. I decided to do a quick Google search based on my theory, and yup. “And this modem is way too hot.”

“Oh, really?” Jason asked.

“Yeah.” I tapped a few keys and turned the screen toward Jason so he could see, because men usually needed proof of some kind instead of taking a woman’s word for it. “This model is old; I would suggest replacing it soon. For now, I’d keep it on its own shelf, so air can flow to it better. Burying it under papers and pictures will guarantee that it overheats.” On the screen was a thread of several users commenting that this specific model was prone to overheating.

“I see.” Jason quirked his lips at the screen. “I’ll order a new one. Think you’d be able to help install it?”

“Sure.” I grinned and steepled my fingers together. “For a price.”

Jason smirked and crossed his arms. “What’s your price?”

“The burgers here are delicious,” I explained. “A free one wouldn’t suck.”

“Hmm.” Jason tipped his head to the side in thought. “Seems like a small price for your labor.”

I nodded. “It is, but I’m feeling generous today. Also, your diner is the only place in town that delivers. I’m inclined to keep it running as smoothly as possible.”

“I see.” Jason chuckled before pressing his lips together in thought. “What about this?” he stood up from his perch on the desk and shoved his arms in his pockets, and my heartrate spiked, because I had a feeling that I knew where this conversation was about to go. “How about you come back and install the new one, and I give you a free meal, with me?”

It took every muscle in my face to keep a normal, relaxed expression. But in my head, I was silently screaming, Why!? Why are men like this? Why on earth does he think going on a date with him is an incentive?

“I could show you around Redwood Springs,” Jason added, clocking my hesitation. “Help you get to know the town and people better.”

“Ah.” I focused back on the laptop and tapped a few keys to close out of the window I showed him. “That’s kind of you to offer. But to be honest, I’m not eager to start a romantic relationship with anyone soon.”

A disappointed look flickered across Jason’s face, but it didn’t look like a threatening or dangerous look of disappointment, just disappointment. Which was a little bit of a relief. My guard was still very much up, though.

Call it feminine intuition.

“Who said anything about it being a romantic dinner?” Jason tried. Instead of responding, I just stared at him. Pointedly. “Okay, okay. You’re right. You must be used to, um, romantic attention. I couldn’t help but shoot my shot.”

He actually didn’t have to shoot his shot at all, but instead of saying that I replied with, “Thanks for not getting upset at the rejection.” I gave him a friendly smile as I stood up to stand on the chair, setting the modem back on the shelf. I gathered the loose papers and picture frames smothering it and stepped down from the chair to set them on the desk.

Jason was giving me a longing look when I met his eyes again, but thankfully, he schooled his features enough and cleared his throat, gesturing for me to step out of the office.

“Either way, you’ll get your free meal for your time,” Jason said as he followed me out. Gracie was watching my dad show her what to color on her kids’ menu paper, and Steve was stepping out of the kitchen with a tray of water glasses.

That’s when the front bell chimed again, and Graham Moore’s massive frame stepped into the space. My heart skipped a beat at seeing him unexpectedly.

Graham was followed by Gracie’s kindergarten teacher, Mrs. Chase, and Graham’s daughter, Olivia. Upon seeing Oliva, Gracie’s face immediately lit up, and she started flapping her hands with excitement.

“Hey, girlie!” Oliva ran over and greeted Gracie immediately, extending her palm. Without hesitation, Gracie slapped her little hand against Oliva’s.

“Whoa.” My dad’s face lit up as he looked at me and said, “Gracie just gave her a high-five!” My daughter had never once done that. It was a goal a few years ago when she was in infant stim therapy, but she never quite figured it out. We’d always have to resort to grasping her little hand and slapping it against ours. Initiating a high five herself, though, had never happened.

The burn in my eyes indicated that I was about to start tearing up over it, but I blinked them away and murmured a quick “Good job” to Gracie after sitting next to her in the booth.

“We’ve been working on greetings in school,” Mrs. Chase explained, waving high to Gracie. Gracie didn’t acknowledge her, too enthralled with Olivia’s presence to care about anyone else. Holy shit, I’d never seen Gracie so enamored with someone after less than a week. Olivia had come over after school twice, and I wasn’t so much convinced that what they were doing was “Behavioral Therapy” as it was “Super Fun Play Time” based on the sounds of Gracie’s excited squeals and cackling throughout the house, but based on the high-five Gracie just gave, clearly Olivia knew what she was doing.

“Do you all want to join us? The booth is big enough,” my dad offered.

“Oh, only if we’re not interrupting,” Mrs. Chase said, ignoring how Graham stiffened next to her. If I had to guess, Graham wasn’t excited about sharing a meal with us.

Well, Graham could suck a fart.

“Yeah, there’s plenty of room.” I leaned into it, desperate to get a rise out of Graham. I had no idea why I wanted to rile him up. He’d been nothing but pleasant in the fields this week. He still wasn’t a yapper, but I was also desperate to have an easy-going relationship with him, considering how close in proximity we’d be for the next year.

I scooted closer to Gracie, who immediately started pushing me to get out of the booth seat. I gave her a confused look and asked, “What’s up? What would you like?” and stood. Gracie clapped and reached her hands out toward Olivia, which resulted in my dad laughing at my daughter’s obvious preference.

“Yeah, girl! I’d love to sit next to you!” Oliva turned to me, “Is that okay?”

“Of course.” I gestured for Olivia to slide into the booth first, who was immediately followed by Mrs. Chase. Oh, okay. I gave my dad a look, who responded with a subtle lift of his shoulder as he took a drink of his soda. But Gracie was smiling wide and giggling in excitement at having her new best friend Olivia sit and color with her, so whatever.

“Here, Vi.” My dad nodded toward me. “Don’t make Graham squeeze between us.”

I smirked and slid in next to my dad, pretending not to be completely aware of Graham sliding his massive frame in after me, taking the end seat. Graham and I silently glanced over the menus while Olivia and Gracie continued to color, and Mrs. Chase and my dad chatted about how we liked Redwood Springs so far.

Steve had returned and muttered, “You’ve multiplied,” before taking his notebook out of his apron. He quickly took everyone’s orders, and I wiggled my eyebrows and grinned when I ordered the exact same burger as Graham did. Graham, in response, looked away from me without a word.

“Speaking of multiplying,” Olivia spoke up, giving her dad a look across the table, “How are the bunnies?”

“Not multiplying, thank god,” Graham replied to his daughter. He adjusted his seat on the bench, brushing his jean-clad thigh against my bare one, because I was wearing shorts today. Though the touch was fleeting, I felt it long after he pulled his leg away again. There was a zing in my bloodstream that made me fully aware of how I had blatantly sexualized him chopping wood.

The problem with masturbating before working with Graham a few days ago? My brain is officially broken. Rewired, if you will. I couldn’t look at the guy without several very inappropriate thoughts immediately flooding my brain. Yesterday, Graham was showing me how traditional water wheels operated for strawberry harvests, and watching him stretch his leg over the seat, made me start sweating.

Thankfully, it was a warm day, and I could probably explain the flush on my cheeks as the result of sitting between two men who ran hot.

“So.” Mrs. Chase gave me a smile across the table, resting her hands under her chin with her elbows on the table. “What do you think of Redwood Springs so far?” She was staring at me as she asked, eagerly anticipating my answer. She looked so much like Olivia in that pose. After spending time with her daughter as she worked with Gracie, it was impossible not to see the family resemblance.

“It’s so cute,” I replied. “I love how quiet it is.”

“Is it much different from Southern California?” she asked.

“You’ve never been?” my dad asked her.

“Nah,” Mrs. Chase lifted a shoulder with her response. “The farthest south I’ve been is Big Sur.”

“We stopped by there on our drive up,” I replied. “Gracie loved picking up all the rocks and stuff.”

“Which stressed Violet out a lot,” my dad chuckled next to me.

“I get it,” Mrs. Chase agreed. “You never know what crabs and critters are hiding and ready to pinch.”

“Exactly!” I waved a hand dramatically toward Mrs. Chase, giving my dad an exhausted look that always made him snort in amusement. I had accidentally grazed Graham’s arm with the move, and his entire body stiffened from the contact.

Whoops.

“Gracie seems to like Redwood Springs, too,” I continued, ignoring how Graham flinched away from me as if I had cooties. “She was eager to get up and get ready for school this week. Today, I think she was kind of bummed I didn’t have her backpack ready when she came out of her bedroom.”

Mrs. Chase smiled. “I’m so glad! She’s a doll. I really love having her as part of our class.”

My heart squeezed at Mrs. Chase’s words. My throat tightened with emotion. All I could do was smile and thank her as I pulled my phone out, trying to disguise the fact that I was hoping not to cry on the spot. Not all adults needed to like children. I understood why people, like Jacqueline, chose to stay child-free. Kids aren’t for everyone. It’s important to know where your strengths lie.

People could be cruel to parents in public because of their child’s behavior. As a parent with a high-needs, neurodiverse child, I experienced that more often than not. Judgmental looks from neurotypical parents haunted me; murmurings from strangers and distant family members about how I was a bad mom; or that Gracie needed to be better disciplined, still echoed in my ears. Last year, a GenEd teacher at Gracie’s school was very vocal about how much of an “inconvenience” students like Gracie were to all the other neurotypical kids and their learning experiences.

I learned early on in my parenting journey that ableist adults would always exist in the world, unfortunately.

It was why, whenever an adult or teacher vocalized how much they enjoyed having my daughter around, while fully aware of her needs and struggles, it would always mean the world to me.

Olivia and Gracie were busy coloring, completely unaware of the moment I was having. My dad, however, went out of his way to squeeze my shoulder. I’d never been able to hide my emotions around him.

When I set my phone on the table, not surprised to find no new messages or emails from work, I turned to glance at Graham at my other side while Mrs. Chase and my dad chatted about Laurel’s coffee. Right when I turned to look up at Graham, though, he averted his gaze and asked his ex-wife how the school year was going. The conversation shifted enough for me to get myself together and join in again.

“Looks like a party,” Jason said as he approached our table. I genuinely forgot he was here; he must have been lingering in the back after I diagnosed his overheated modem. But I also had been entirely focused on Graham as soon as he walked through the doors.

“Want to squeeze in?” my dad joked from his seat, dramatically pressing himself against the window with his palms out.

“Yeah, we can make room.” Graham lifted his arm to rest on the bench behind me, sliding even more into the seat and laughing as my dad pretended to suffocate from the impact of the two of us squeezing him against the window.

But I couldn’t focus on how funny my dad was because Graham’s entire massive body was pressed against mine for a few moments, and I’d never forget about it. I felt Graham’s deep chuckle at my dad’s theatrics. His scent enveloped me; it was woodsy and something else I couldn’t quite name. Earthy? It reminded me of an herb. It was as if I were starving, and Graham’s musk was sustenance. I clenched my entire body, overwhelmed by how desperately I wanted to lean into him. To initiate cuddling. Maybe sniff his neck for good measure.

What am I, an animal in heat?

I made a silent vow right then and there to stop masturbating to the thoughts of my neighbor, because it wasn’t healthy.

“No, no,” Jason laughed, then gestured toward me. “Violet might hate me if I make her suffocate between the two of you.”

Graham glanced down at me, his eyes sparkling with humor. Though the humor died as soon as he noted my expression, which probably looked very tense. I wanted to recover the situation. Graham was being playful just then, and I didn’t want to snuff out that flame before it had a chance to ignite with me.

“Sorry,” Graham muttered with another soft chuckle before sitting back.

“It’s fine,” I whispered back, squeezing his forearm once in reassurance. I snatched my hand back before I started exploring how firm his forearm muscles were and outed myself. Determined to get the vibes back on track, I grinned mischievously up at Jason and pointed at him. “I’ll take that free burger now.”
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Chapter Six
GRAHAM



It had been one month since the Thompsons moved in next door.

The weather had cooled, which was great for me, because Violet started to wear more clothing to work in the fields. The first cool day, she showed up in baggy jeans and a baggy flannel. When I told her how important it was not to wear clothing that could easily get caught in the machinery, she gave me the middle finger and asked for a ride.

I stopped commenting on her clothes. Instead, whenever she would lean over a tractor or shaker to tinker with it, I’d silently bunch her baggy flannel in my hand and hold it out of her way. The move had been so instinctive that I didn’t realize how inappropriate it might be for me to do so. I thought for sure, as I gripped her flannel and struggled to breathe normally instead of deeply inhaling her flowery perfume like a pervert, that she’d rip into me for putting my hands on her.

But all she did was mutter a quick “Thanks” and keep working.

A few times, I made myself busy doing something else, or at least pretended to be doing something else, so I’d force myself to give Violet space as she tinkered with the installation. Once I started distancing myself more, I noticed that some of the other guys, like Kenny, would offer to help Violet hold her hair back if she needed to lean over something to fix a loose screw or bolt or whatever.

The first time I saw Kenny gently hold her hair out of her face as she leaned over the fancy new electric water wheel, I wanted to push him over and do it myself. But I bit my tongue. I had already crossed several boundaries with Violet. Critiquing her attire, ogling her beauty, invading her personal space.

The moment in Jason’s diner still made me want to die from humiliation. I thought I sensed Violet feeling upset, or emotional, or something during our conversation with Madison. I had seen Violet in a lot of modes: doting mother, snarky and sarcastic tech extraordinaire, and then emotional parent. Violet was known to make the guys hold their stomachs while laughing at a quip or joke she made. I wanted to help Violet be that bubbly, light-hearted person again.

To lighten the mood, I decided to lean into her father’s humor, gently squishing them both against the window. Madison and Olivia’s expressions were surprised but delighted that I played along so easily. I couldn’t help it. Violet made me want to play along with the bit. But by doing so, I forced her to be pressed right up against my large frame.

Feeling Violet go stiff as a board next to me made me want to punch myself in the face. It was such a foolish idea, joking around by invading her space. I had made her feel uncomfortable. I went out of my way to avoid her, which was difficult to do, since she was my only neighbor in the cul-de-sac.

The number of times I’d catch myself watching her from my kitchen or living room windows was downright alarming. On the weekends, her dad would start the morning by walking with Gracie down to Laurel’s Coffee Shop, returning with two coffees and sometimes some pastries. Other times, I’d see Violet sitting on her back porch under a blanket, reading a book. Or typing on her laptop. Or just staring at the tree line in our backyards.

One time, I heard her blasting music in the house while Gracie and Frank were gone. Loud, heavy metal music. If I was lucky, I could sometimes hear Violet sing or screech right along with it. On occasion, I’d wait until Frank and Gracie left to start chopping wood. I stacked the logs on the side of the house that was between the two A-frames. Just to let Violet know that, while she was alone, she wasn’t alone.

For safety.

Not in case she wanted to see how tough and manly I looked while chopping wood and—what the fuck is wrong with me.

Not that Violet had ever indicated that she didn’t want to be completely alone. That much was obvious when her music got turned up even louder once I started chopping. Frank and Gracie would return, give me a neighborly wave in passing, and continue into the house, and the music would stop.

Today, Violet wore a form-fitting long-sleeved shirt with baggy jeans that had a chain dangling from the waistband. Her boots (which were Doc Martens, according to Olivia) were caked in dirt. The chunky soles were not conducive to the almond fields.

But her attire was the least of my concerns, because Violet looked paler than normal. Dark circles sunk underneath her eyes. She kept yawning and muttering to herself, significantly snappier than she normally was.

“Are you okay?” Kenny asked her.

“Mhmm.” Violet yawned and rubbed her eyes. “We ran out of coffee this morning, and I’m paying the price.”

“I can go get you some,” Kenny offered, jumping off the shaker she was putting together.

“No, I’m fine,” Violet grumbled. “If only this stupid piece of trash would fucking work.” Kenny and I exchanged a look, and he lifted his hands and backed away slowly. The crew had gotten significantly more theatrical since Violet arrived, another testament to her effect on everyone around her. See? It’s not just me. A dozen men were now more prone to cracking jokes and doing happy dances, like flossing, because Violet showed them how whenever things worked, and she wanted to celebrate the win.

Violet wasn’t in a happy, over-exhilarated mood today, though.

“Maybe we should take a break,” I offered, wincing up at the sky. Clouds were starting to form, and rain was in the forecast.

“Go for it,” Violet replied, sitting back on her haunches and pulling her phone out. “I won’t be able to sleep until I figure this out.”

We’d been testing the equipment this week. Violet and the guys had spent the last month building the charging stations in the sheds and had done a lot of things with iPads and “software updates” that I had no understanding of. But today was the day that we were going to test a shaker out on a part of the almond farm mapped out for trials. The trees were the ones that stopped producing almonds a season or two ago and were due to be chopped and removed to turn the land over.

Unfortunately, this particular shaker still wasn’t responding. Violet had been trying to “troubleshoot” for three hours now.

The sound of a video call rang from her phone before an Asian woman with heavy eyeliner and dark red lipstick answered with, “What up, MILF?” Kenny, though he was still walking away toward the shed, heard the woman and cackled.

Violet barely reacted to it and asked, “Mary, what did you guys do?”

“What do you mean?”

“Wait, is that Vi?” Another voice came from the phone. A woman with a round face and red hair pushed Mary out of the frame. “Violet! How are you?”

“Well, Signe, I’m about to rip my hair out,” Violet replied with a sigh. “I need Mary to explain what exactly the software updates last night did to make the hardware refuse to respond.”

“First of all…” Mary had yanked the phone away from the redhead and glared at Violet. “How dare you. My software is perfect. You must have plugged something in wrong.”

“She didn’t,” I chimed in, stepping closer to Violet. She stiffened and gave me an annoyed look over her shoulder, but I ignored her. “She’s been checking over everything religiously for hours.”

“Well, well, well, if it isn’t the hot brother,” Mary replied immediately.

It was cool and overcast today, but regardless, my face immediately heated up. Hot brother? I checked over my shoulder to ensure that she was, in fact, referring to me and not someone else. I could feel the deep shade of red my ears turned due to my embarrassed flush.

Violet, upon hearing Mary’s remark, dropped her head into the hand that wasn’t holding the phone up for the call.

Did Violet think I was the hot brother? Compared to Brandon? Does Violet talk about me with her coworkers?

“Mary. Focus,” Violet muttered.

“That bone structure, my word,” Mary was smirking as she said it. I couldn’t tell if she was making fun of me or if she genuinely thought I had good bone structure—whatever the fuck that meant. “Oh my god, you’re even wearing the hat. Just like last time.”

“Last time?” I asked as I adjusted my hat. I was used to getting shit for my cowboy hat, but I found myself wondering if Violet ever brought it up with her coworkers. Maybe I should—no, I still don’t care.

“When Brandon introduced you during the all-hands a few months ago,” Violet replied.

“Oh.” I barely remembered taking that call. The connection was fuzzy, and I accidentally swore during it. But I didn’t see anyone besides Brandon, and the pixelated conference room full of people.

“Walk me through what you’re doing,” Mary instructed Violet, immediately shifting the conversation back to work. It was like whiplash. Is this what women in tech were like? Or was this just what people in tech were like? I watched with fascination as Violet and Mary discussed the issues, using terminology I had no chance in hell of understanding. I just stood there, feeling like a jackass as Violet ran around the shaker to check all the plugs and Bluetooth connections. She even checked something called a “radar.”

“I don’t know. Did you try unplugging it and plugging it back in?” Mary eventually asked.

“I will fight you,” Violet threatened with a humored smirk as she opened the shell again, revealing all the cables. “Wait—hold on.” Violet sat on the shaker and leaned over, underneath the computer part of it that didn’t exist on shakers before Sun Steer Tech integrated with the design.

“What is it?” Mary asked.

“This port isn’t—ugh.” Violet groaned before turning to look at me. “C’mere, big guy.”

Why did my chest inflate from her words? Was my masculinity that fragile? One casual summons from Violet Thompson, and I might as well put a collar on and let her walk me like a dog.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I need your grip strength,” Violet replied. Mary snorted on the phone, loud and dramatically. I ignored her and leaned into Violet’s space toward where she was pointing underneath the screen, in the shell she opened.

“This piece connects the device to the screen, which might be why the screen isn’t lighting up. Perhaps it’s been responsive this whole time, and I just couldn’t see the display. This cap here,” Violet explained. “It needs to twist tighter. We shouldn’t see any of those blue wires at all.” She wrapped her little fingers around the metal cap, attempting to tighten the connection, but her grunt emphasized her inability to do so.

When she dropped her hand and sat up, our shoulders brushed against each other, and my pants immediately tightened because I was a pathetic simpering bastard when it came to Violet Thompson.

“I see,” I mumbled, reaching between her legs to grasp the…whatever the hell. Screw? Bolt? It didn’t matter. I was leaning between Violet’s legs and taking in a huge lungful of her feminine, girly scent while attempting to conceal a rapidly growing erection.

I grasped the metal thing and tried to twist, but it didn’t budge.

“You’re sure it needs to be tightened more?” I asked as I struggled with it.

“Yes,” Violet replied, leaning forward in my space to see me work. With me standing next to the shaker and her sitting in the driver’s seat, my arm was hovering over her lap. Our heads were practically pressed together to see underneath properly.

“Can you do it?” Violet asked.

“One sec,” I grunted. “Sorry, I need to—” I ended up resting my arm against her thigh. I set one foot on the step of the shaker to get better leverage, but thankfully, Violet didn’t stiffen from my touch as she did at the diner. Instead, she watched my hands intently, her lips pressed in a firm line, a small divot carved between her blonde eyebrows. Entirely focused on what I was doing.

“You almost got it,” Violet encouraged.

“Is it tightening?” Mary asked.

“What’s going on?” Brandon’s voice came from the distance on Mary’s end of the call.

“Violet called with a problem, but your brother is about to fix it,” Mary replied. I noticed how she refrained from calling me the “hot” brother in front of Brandon.

“Graham? You good?” Brandon asked, sounding closer to Mary’s phone. Right as he did, whatever was stopping the metal casing from tightening over the exposed wire gave, and I successfully started twisting it on the rest of the way.

“Yes!” Violet gasped, grasping my forearm with both of her hands. “Yes! He did it!”

With one last twist, the screen on the shaker lit up, and the Sun Steer Tech logo flashed across the screen. Mary cheered, and Violet held onto my arm that was resting on her leg and jumped in her seat happily. I smirked in her direction, enamored by her enthusiasm, but because she was sitting on the shaker and I was still mostly on the ground, I was eye-level with her chest.

Her bouncy, luscious chest.

God fucking dammit. I scolded myself as I stepped away from Violet, removing my arm from her grip.

“Jesus, fuck, that’s really all the problem was?” Violet scraped both her hands down her face dramatically.

“What was it?” Brandon asked. Mary explained, and though I should have probably paid attention to the machinery I’d be operating for the rest of my days, instead I focused on Violet. How exhausted she looked, how drained. How my fingers itched to brush the loose strands of blue hair behind her ear and cup her flushed face.

These urges were so foreign to me. I hadn’t felt this way since Madison and I were teenagers. Sure, I’d experienced attraction as much as any other man in his late thirties, but nothing like this. Nothing like the utter desperation my cells constantly cried to be in contact with Violet.

“We’re lucky Graham was there to help,” Brandon spoke thoughtfully. “But I should contact Boson and have them consider building that piece differently. It needs to be a snug fit, but we also need the average Joe to be able to put all this together.”

“Aw.” Violet turned to smile at me. “Your brother doesn’t consider you the average Joe.”

I replied in a low voice, so only Violet could hear, “But does he know I’m the hot one?”

Violet’s eyes widened, as if she had completely forgotten Mary’s words from the beginning of the call. Funny, considering I never would. Splashes of pink stained Violet’s cheeks as her plump lips parted at my comment. I took immense joy in seeing her reaction. I rarely got the upper hand on Violet like that.

“No, I do not.” Brandon chuckled. “Have Graham show you his horseshoe trick sometime. That’ll explain why it’s concerning that even he struggled to tighten this for you.”

“Horseshoe trick?” Violet asked as she turned back to her phone.

“Like Da Vinci?” Mary asked.

“What are you guys talking about?” Violet pressed.

“Da Vinci was known to be obsessed with health and physique. Like, hyper-fixated to the nth degree. He was one of those ‘my body is a temple’ types,” Mary explained. “There’s a rumor that a common party trick Da Vinci was known to perform was being able to bend a horseshoe with just the grip of his one hand.”

“What the hell?” Violet’s eyes bulged out of her face as she gave me an accusatory look. “You can do that?” Her gaze then dropped to my hands, which flexed under her scrutiny.

“He practiced for years,” Brandon explained. “His grip strength is supernatural.”

“Okay.” I waved my hands at Violet’s phone, chiming in, “It’s not that cool.”

“No, no.” Violet shook her head. “I have to see this.”

“Maybe.” I shrugged, right as a drop of rain landed on my hand. “But we need to call it and get this back in the shed.”

“Thanks for the help, Graham,” Brandon called from the phone.

“Thanks for sending Violet,” I replied. The blue-haired woman in question hesitated, giving me a look I couldn’t decipher. “I’d be lost without her help with all of this.”

“That’s why I sent her,” Brandon replied. Mary saluted us through her screen before ending the call, and Violet rubbed her face with her hands a few times.

“I need a nap,” Violet muttered.

“Go take one,” I replied.

“Can’t,” she yawned. “I gotta pick up Gracie—but don’t think I’m forgetting about your party trick. I need to see it.”

I responded with a noncommittal grunt as we made our way back to the sheds. Violet and I carpooled only half the time in the mornings. It wasn’t consistent. Sometimes she’d see me getting in my car at the same time she was, and she’d invite herself to ride with me. Other times, I’d leave before she stepped foot out of her house, and she’d drive herself.

Every time she wasn’t in the driveway at the same time as me, though, I panicked. Did she want me to wait for her? Did she care? Would waiting for her be presumptuous?

“Any fun plans for this weekend?” Violet asked as we made it to our vehicles.

“Olivia and Madison are coming over for a movie night,” I replied. “We try to have one at least once a month.”

“Aw.” Violet grinned. “You’re all so cute.”

“No, no.” I shook my head at her, resting my arms on top of my truck to give her a serious look. “I’m hot.”

Violet snorted, “According to Mary. Who, by the way, is only into women.”

I narrowed my eyes at Violet, but she maintained eye contact, no problem. Her eyes were wide, but not wide enough to look guilty or suspicious. Her lips tipped up in a smirk, though, and eventually I broke our staring contest, still unsure if Violet agreed with Mary or not.

Her laugh at my defeat made my heart swell with admiration in my chest.

“If you say so.” I nodded to Violet in farewell and threw myself into my truck.

Next to me, Violet entered her car and blasted more of her screaming, angry music. She smiled and waved at me as she pulled out first, contradicting her genre of choice.
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“Whoa!” Shelly’s eyebrows raised as she helped Madison take her coat off and hang it on the hooks in my entryway. “You really went all out.”

“I did?” I asked her. I glanced at the dining room table, admitting to myself that perhaps she was right. I made smoked salmon tonight, with a bedding of home-cooked rice and veggies from the garden. I also went out of my way to make freshly squeezed lemonade and grilled squash sprinkled with parmesan, Olivia’s favorite.

Maybe the homemade vinaigrette salad dressing was over the top? Or was it the sautéed spinach? Or maybe it was the shitty store-bought brownies that Madison and Shelly loved.

“What’s the occasion?” Madison asked before taking a deep inhale and rubbing her belly. “You haven’t cooked like this in a while. Are you enjoying it again? Wait—no, are you dying?”

I snorted, chuckling. “No, you weirdo.” I had no answer for her. None that I could vocalize, at least. It wasn’t like I could say, “For some reason, ever since Violet and I shared intense eye contact earlier, I felt like I was walking on clouds. I couldn’t just sit around and do nothing. I had to expel this foreign energy in me somehow, and there is only so much wood a man can chop before it’s weird.”

Shelly and Madison shared a look, but before they could say anything more, Olivia let herself in through the front door.

“Hi guys,” Olivia greeted us.

“Hey, how’s Gracie girl?” Madison asked while sniffing the salmon dramatically.

“Perfect.” Olivia grinned. “She’s putting more words together. Instead of just ‘oatmeal,’ she’s starting to say ‘eat-oatmeal.’”

“I’ve heard that a couple of times when my windows are cracked,” I chimed in. “I’ve also heard her try to say ‘eat-outside’ or ‘eat-no’.” I chuckled, remembering the sound of Violet’s giggle as she helped her daughter express what she was trying to request.

All three women shared a look at that, but I ignored them, and we all got settled at the dining table. Shelly grabbed the salmon and started serving slices to each of us. This was a routine I appreciated a lot. Once Madison and Olivia learned about my small bout of depression a few years ago, they decided to have something called “Forced Family Fun Time,” which was mostly just dinner and a movie. When Madison got together with Shelly, she joined the routine, and it helped me feel a little less alone.

“Violet seemed tired today,” Olivia mentioned around a mouthful of food.

“She said she ran out of coffee,” I replied, again, ignoring the side eye Shelly and Madison shared. “Maybe I should have asked if she wanted me to pick some up from the store when I went after work. I wasn’t thinking.” I quirked my lips to the side, disappointed in myself.

“You and Violet get along well, then?” Madison asked. When I looked at her, something about her expression made me self-conscious, so instead of saying anything else, I shrugged and continued with dinner.

“How’s school going?” I asked the girls. That pivoted the subject away from the woman I was slowly becoming obsessed with. Was I that lonely on my cul-de-sac? All it took was one gorgeous woman moving in next door to knock me off my axis? Make me feel alien in my own skin? I smirked to myself as I thought about it, watching my family enjoy the dinner I made for them. Cooking was a hobby I took up when Olivia first left Redwood Springs for college, and Madison loved benefiting from it.

They were right. I hadn’t cooked like this in a long time.

So whatever was going on with me, it couldn’t be all bad. Perhaps if I managed my impulsive thoughts appropriately enough, this new fascination I had with my neighbor would help me find joy in the little things again.

One glance and laugh from Violet, and I revived my love of cooking within hours.

What else would Violet’s personality influence me to do throughout the remainder of her contract?
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Chapter Seven
VIOLET



“I’m going to kill you,” I muttered to Mary on the phone. After I picked up Gracie from school, who had another wonderful day in Mrs. Chase’s class, I called Mary back on FaceTime to yell at her.

“Who? Me?” Mary asked innocently.

“Yes, you,” I groaned. “He brought up the fact that you referred to him as the ‘hot’ brother twice. I don’t think he’s going to let it go.” I groaned as I picked up Gracie’s discarded shoes and placed them on the shoe rack. “Now he probably thinks I gossip about him with the girls.”

“You do gossip about him with the girls,” Mary countered.

“Obviously, I gossip about him with the girls,” I agreed. “But that doesn’t mean he needs to know that.” Mary groaned and swirled in her chair at her desk, making a full rotation before resting her elbows back on her desk to stare me down. “Did he show you the horseshoe trick?”

“No.” I pouted, plopping my body down on the fancy leather couch. Gracie had already locked herself in her room, initiating her quiet, dark time with her iPad that she always sought out after school. “I’m dying to see it. Do you think Brandon was just fucking with us?”

“Yeah,” Mary deadpanned. “Because Brandon is known for fucking with people.”

“You never know.” I rolled and propped my phone up on a couch pillow on the coffee table, so I could be hands-free. “…It’s stupid how attractive Graham is.”

“For a man, he isn’t hideous,” Mary agreed.

“My libido has been in sicko mode for a month straight,” I added.

“How often are we talking?” she asked.

“At first it was four to five times a week.” Heat flushed my skin, embarrassed as I admitted this. “But I decided to stop when it got to the point that I couldn’t accidentally brush arms with him without needing to change my underwear.”

“Did it help?” Mary pressed.

The memory of Graham invading my space, resting his arm on my thighs so he could grunt and tighten the bolt, filled my brain. “Not even a little bit.”

“Maybe you should try masturbating even more, then. Just for science.”

“Mary.” Leo, Mary’s cousin, scolded her from somewhere else in the office. He shoved her out of frame and took her phone to see who she was talking to. “Violet? Is this work-related?”

“Um…no?” I mean, Graham was my coworker. But masturbating about him wasn’t technically work-related.

“Then save it for when you’re not in the office,” Leo said to Mary with a stern look.

“Okay, Jacqueline,” Mary replied, pouting as she snatched her phone back from his hands.

“I’m going to tell her you said that.” Leo smirked and walked away.

“She’ll just agree with me!” Mary called after him, then turned back to me. “I do need to get back to my project, though.”

“I’ll keep you posted on whether my clit falls off or not,” I replied.

Mary laughed and then ended the call.
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“Want me to go with you?” my dad offered.

“No, I can take her.” I waved him off as I helped Gracie get her shoes on. “She and I have established a routine at the grocery store.” Gracie hummed excitedly as she grabbed her AAC and kicked her feet a couple of times to get her stim out, then she stood and waited by the front door. Her behaviors had improved dramatically since Oliva started working with her, and she was better at transitioning and trying new things. A year ago, I would have debated whether to go to the store or not. It was an overstimulating place, filled with horrible fluorescent lights and weird smells and loud beeps from the checkout. She’d had public meltdowns at stores before, and they were always difficult for her to recover from.

“You don’t even want the company?” my dad asked. I knew what he was doing. Now and then, we did this song and dance. He would try to frame his assistance as simply wanting to spend time with me and his granddaughter. I would dig my heels in and insist I truly didn’t need my dad to save me.

You can’t handle taking care of Gracie all by yourself.

“We’ll be fine. Thanks, though,” I assured him with a smile.

“Alright,” my dad sighed and huffed dramatically as he plopped himself down on the couch. “See you both in a little bit, then.” I waved goodbye and ushered Gracie through the door and down the steps. As she smiled up at me and took my hand in hers, I found myself taking a moment to appreciate how far she and I had come. She was five years old. Going on a twenty-minute walk. Going to the grocery store with me like it was no big deal.

“Alright, big girl,” I primed her as we walked past Graham’s house. “First we’re going to go grocery shopping, then we’ll come back home. First grocery shopping, then home.”
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Chapter Eight
GRAHAM



“You need salt,” I lied to myself in my truck. “You happen to be going to the store at the same time as Violet. You’re going because you noticed you’re running low on salt this morning. Not because you are a loser who can’t stop thinking about his neighbor.”

While parking my truck and shaking my head in disgust, I heard a shrill sound in the air. Curious, I got out of the truck and glanced around.

It was a child screaming.

Slamming the door to my truck shut, I studied the faces of the people leaving the one single grocery store in Redwood Springs. When the automatic sliding doors opened, the scream amplified into the lot. The people leaving shared looks of pity and concern.

The store was small. Only about ten aisles filled the space. There were four registers at the front, and the small handful of residents checking out all seemed to pretend that nothing amiss was going on.

I frowned before following the cause of the scream.

The child was clearly distraught. I was familiar with the sounds of a tantrum from raising Olivia, but this felt (and sounded) different. This sounded more fearful and more heated. Maybe it was both.

After turning the corner, I found the source in the middle of the bread aisle.

Violet and Gracie were huddled together on the ground. Gracie was screaming and sobbing against her mother’s shoulder, while Violet sat on the ground, legs crossed, with her arms wrapped tightly around her daughter. I couldn’t quite hear Violet over her daughter’s sobbing, but I could pick up on the tone of a mother trying to soothe her child.

On the opposite end, Laurel entered the aisle and discovered the scene just as I did. The two of us moved toward Violet while Laurel sent me a look as if to say, “Poor things.” I crouched low on my haunches, knowing Violet probably couldn’t hear me with her daughter screaming in her ear. To get her attention, I gently rested my hand on her opposite shoulder.

Violet’s head snapped up, startled by my touch. I pulled my hand back and spoke, enunciating my words to help her understand me over her daughter’s crying, “How can I help?” Violet’s eyes were rimmed red, with tears streaking down her cheeks as she shook her head.

“We’re okay; she just needs a minute.” At that, Gracie leaned back mid-cry, saw Laurel and me surrounding her and her mama, and started smacking Violet’s chest with her little hands.

“No.” Violet grabbed her daughter’s hands quickly, holding her firmly as she leaned toward her daughter’s ear and said in a calm voice. “Do not hit.”

“Do you want a cake pop, sweet girl?” Laurel tried, reaching into her bag to pull out a pink treat on a popsicle stick coated in rainbow sprinkles. Out of everyone in town, Laurel absolutely would be the one to have cake pops at the ready.

Gracie wailed as she gently pushed Laurel’s hand holding the cake pop away.

For a five-year-old mid-meltdown, I considered Gracie’s rejection fairly polite.

“I’m so sorry—” Violet’s unnecessary apology was cut off when Gracie threw herself onto her shoulder again, clutching her mom through another cry.

“Don’t apologize.” Laurel waved her hand away after pocketing the cake pop. “Have you gotten all the groceries you need?” Violet pressed her lips together, closed her eyes, and shook her head in the negative. “I’m going to finish shopping for you. Give me your list.” Laurel held her palm out, and part of me raised a brow at her for demanding such a thing from Violet, instead of asking.

“N-no, it’s okay—she just needs a minute⁠—”

“I know, and you’re going to sit here and give her that minute while I finish shopping for you⁠—”

“I—I’m okay. I can handle this—” Violet’s lip started trembling as she held her daughter tight against her.

“Laurel—”

“You stay with them.” Laurel pointed at me and tipped to the side, studying Violet. Once she noticed the bag on the ground next to them, Laurel started rummaging through it. “Is your list on your phone?”

Violet sniffed and inhaled a deep breath before nodding and holding her palm out. Laurel dropped her phone into her hand. Violet typed something else on the screen while another tear trailed down her cheek. A moment later, Violet handed the phone back to Laurel, who nodded to herself and took off with the shopping cart without another word.

Violet gave me a red-rimmed side-eye before squeezing her eyelids closed and squeezing her daughter tight. More tears started silently streaming down Violet’s flushed cheeks.

Something acidic burned in my chest at the sight.

I hated the sight of Violet’s tears. I wanted them gone.

I sat down, stretching my legs out while I faced Violet and Gracie on the opposite end of the bread aisle. No one would be able to push their shopping cart through, but they could turn around and go the long way for all I cared.

I tried not to stare, feeling like that would make the situation worse, so I pulled my phone out and pretended to scroll on it.

Violet’s soft voice touched my ears, even though her words weren’t intended for me.

“You’re safe, shhh,” Violet cooed, gently and subtly rocking her daughter side to side in her arms. “I need you to calm your body, alright? I hear you; you’re safe. Mama’s got you.”

After a few minutes, Gracie’s screaming slowly morphed into quieter sobbing. It was still heard throughout the entire store, but the shift in Gracie’s meltdown was noticeable even to me.

“I see you trying to calm your body,” Violet continued, pressing kisses to her daughter’s head. “You’re doing a good job, big girl. You’re safe. Mama’s got you.”

In response, Gracie released a sharp scream, almost in protest. It was as if she were saying, “But mom!”

“Shh, I hear you, but you need to calm your body,” Violet responded to the scream in her calm, motherly tone. Something warm spread in my chest as I watched my neighbor drop everything to attend to her daughter this way. I remembered the embarrassment Madison and I would feel whenever Olivia would act up in public spaces, but Olivia never escalated like this. Gracie was five, which was about the age Olivia had mellowed out. Thank goodness, because watching Violet hold her five-year-old, I realized how difficult it must be to help a child that size have a meltdown of this proportion.

Gracie started to calm down again. Instead of screaming or sobbing, she hiccupped. Her breath came in short, stuttered spurts as she leaned back from her mom’s shoulder to rub her eyes.

“Do you want to go home?” Violet asked Gracie.

Gracie cried and gripped her mom tighter.

Violet nodded and started to shift.

I immediately adjusted to stand myself, intending to help Violet up, but before I could, she was already leaning forward with Gracie still wrapped tightly in her arms, pushing herself up to a standing position with just her legs.

It happened so fast, I was still figuring out how she did that without the use of either arm. It was such a smooth movement, as if Violet were a ballerina. As if Violet had to get herself into a standing position using just her core and legs several times in her life.

Without a partner to help her up.

Violet turned to exit the aisle without giving me so much as a glance.

“Wait.” I almost had to jog to keep up with her. “You both walked here.” Violet’s eyebrows pinched, but before she could ask why the fuck I knew that, I said, “Let me drive you both home.”

Violet said nothing but nodded. I assumed it would be difficult to speak properly with your child crying in your ear. The distressed expression on Violet’s face stayed as we approached my truck, and as I opened the door for them, Gracie turned to see what we were doing. Surprisingly, Gracie leaned in, allowing her mother to slide her to the center of the bench and buckle her in.

Gracie’s sobs started to fade right when Laurel exited the grocery store and approached us with a shopping cart full of groceries.

Violet turned to face her and said, “Thank you so much.” Laurel made a dismissive sound and waved her hand to shoo Violet away from the cart.

“Graham and I will load these; you just stay with Miss Gracie.”

“Thank you,” Violet said, looking utterly defeated. Without another word, she slipped into the passenger seat of my truck and continued to soothe her daughter. I shut the door for her and followed Laurel to the truck bed to help load the groceries.

“Take care of them,” Laurel whispered to me.

“I’ll get them home.”

“I know,” Laurel continued, setting the bag in the truck bed. “But take care of them, too. Violet, especially.” I glanced up, eyeing the closed windows of my truck. Gracie was still hiccupping and crying against Violet, who rested her head against her daughter, as they waited for us to finish.

Keeping my eye on them, I murmured to Laurel, “At least she has Frank, too.”

“That’s right,” Laurel hummed with her response. “And Violet is doing an excellent job staying composed for Gracie, but once the little girl is settled and Frank can help his granddaughter, who is going to take care of the mom?”

I slid my gaze over to Laurel. I expected her to have a mischievous look or an expression that indicated that she was trying to set Violet and me up romantically. But that’s not the face she wore. Her expression was serious, with her lips in a line, her eyes boring into me to ensure I heard her loud and clear.

“I’ll see what else she needs,” I promised Laurel.

“Good boy.” Laurel patted my forearm after I lifted the tailgate of the truck. “If you need help, call me.”

“I will,” I assured her. Laurel waltzed back into the store, wiggling her fingers at Violet and Gracie in passing as I entered the truck on the driver’s side. Gracie sniffed next to me, so I glanced down at her and gave her what I hoped was a friendly smile. Her bottom lip jutted out at my eye contact, and she turned her face to her mom to sob.

“Sorry,” Violet muttered. Her eyes were glazed over, her expression scarily vacant as she held her daughter tight against her side.

Who is going to take care of the mom?

I tightened my grip on the steering wheel as I pulled out of the parking lot.

I still wasn’t familiar with what the situation was with Gracie’s biological father or if Violet had a partner waiting for her back in Orange County. But none of those questions mattered in this moment.

Because while Violet was here in Redwood Springs, it would probably be me.

If Violet would let me, I’d take care of her.
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Chapter Nine
VIOLET



Our car wasn’t starting, and I had to walk back over to Graham’s house and ask if I could borrow his car and then use it to jump-start ours. When my dad and I started trying to figure out what to eat for dinner, I realized that I forgot to get—and forgot to tell Laurel to get—Gracie’s favorite after-dinner snack. She’d also need some to pack in her lunchbox for school, so that meant I needed to run to the store before it closed. That, itself, almost made me break down in sobs of my own. Sometimes days just don’t go right at all. Perhaps Graham saw how I was one mean tone or rough word away from a complete meltdown myself, and that’s why he tossed me the keys without questioning it after I knocked on his door.

He also offered to go with me to the store, but I told him I was fine.

I needed to be alone.

Finding alone time was so rare as a single parent with my own parent living with us. By the time I usually had alone time, I used it to sleep.

I made it back just before Gracie’s bedtime, so we allowed her to stay up a little later and maintain her evening routine of eating a couple of graham crackers before bed while watching TV with grandpa.

While they did that, I went back outside and jump-started our car and then parked Graham’s truck in front of his house again.

Instead of knocking on his door again, I tucked the keys under the edge of his doormat and sent him a text—I had no idea what his bedtime schedule was, but most of the lights in his house were off, and I didn’t know if I was emotionally grounded enough to maintain a normal conversation with my neighbor.

Later, after checking on Gracie to ensure that she fell asleep in her bed, and not on the floor, I wrapped myself up in my favorite fuzzy blanket, stuck my feet in some slippers, and wandered out to my back porch.

My body was exhausted from the day, but my mind wasn’t ready to shut off yet. It was spiraling. What should I have done differently for Gracie? How were people in town going to react to her now that they’d seen her meltdown? So far, everyone had been nice and understanding of Gracie’s disability. But understanding it on the surface and experiencing a child melt down in person were two very different things.

I was settled on the outdoor bench cushion, staring up at the starry sky, when the sound of a sliding door echoed across the way.

Even after a long day, with night dimming the scene, the sight of Graham Moore would always make my heart skip a beat. He jutted his chin at me in greeting before turning to quietly slide his glass door shut. He wore a long-sleeved thermal knit top and—I swear to god—thin gray sweatpants that cinched at the ankles. His blond hair was tied up in a bun. Thick slippers also covered his feet.

When Graham turned to make his way down his porch steps, he lifted two steaming mugs in his hands. I couldn’t take my eyes off the large man as he padded across the grass and up to my patio.

Silently, he settled himself next to me and handed me a mug. The heat from the ceramic burned my hands in the best way. A satisfied hum rumbled in my throat when I lifted the beverage to sniff it.

“It’s tea,” Graham murmured, low and husky. “Chamomile. I added some sugar and honey to sweeten it up.” I didn’t reply. Even though my ovaries were doing a happy dance because OMG, Graham saw me on my patio and made me tea, I was still self-conscious about what he saw today.

I did take a sip, though. I couldn’t stop the smile that pulled at my lips because the drink was perfect. Graham shivered when a cool breeze danced by, and when I silently lifted my blanket in offering, he released a sigh before tucking one side of the blanket under his opposite thigh.

Just like that, we looked like the epitome of an old married couple. All we needed was for one of us to read a book and another to be knitting, and we’d be set.

But we weren’t a married couple.

We weren’t even a couple.

My heart twisted with loneliness. Wasn’t that the worst? Back in Orange County, I wasn’t lonely at all. I had Gracie, my dad, and the freedom to randomly hook up with a man when I (rarely) felt the need to. Now that I moved to Redwood Springs and was forced to face Graham Moore’s handsome face every day, the more I realized how much it might not totally suck to have a partner to do all this with. Someone to snuggle up with after a long day. Someone to help me brainstorm how to help Gracie with transitions better. Someone who romantically loved me.

I didn’t have that, but I was starting to want it. Especially when my quiet, massive, mouthwatering neighbor silently brought me fresh tea on my patio.

It was impossible not to crush on the man.

“I’m okay,” I finally whispered after another sip.

Graham gently nudged my arm with his and said, “I know.”

A bat flew across the trees in the distance, followed by two more. The breeze was gone, and silence swelled. It wasn’t uncomfortable or awkward. We were two adults, platonically sharing a blanket and a cup of tea. I tipped my head up and admired the moon and stars again.

“…You still think I’m cool and sexy, right?” I asked.

Graham choked on his tea and pounded a fist against his chest. He chuckled and turned to face me, but I was feeling vulnerable and exposed, so I kept my gaze on the sky.

“Come again?” Graham asked.

“I’m still cool and sexy, right?” I repeated, before elaborating. “I mean, you saw me puffy-eyed and crying and one small inconvenience away from a breakdown, but you still see me as the tech nerd MILF who livens up your mundane small-town life, right?”

“Who said my small-town life was mundane?” Graham argued with a chuckle. I gave him a noncommittal noise. He wasn’t answering my question, which made me suspect his perception of me had changed—and not in my favor, which was a bummer. I would have liked to keep up the charade of single-mom-who-has-it-all-together-all-the-time a little bit longer. My eyes started to burn again from embarrassment. Did this mean Graham was going to tiptoe around me at work now? Not engage in any friendly ribbing or banter? Was I going to look fragile to him?

“Madison and I got pregnant with Oliva when we were both fifteen,” Graham said.

I finally turned to look at him, but I didn’t say anything because it was taking every muscle in my body not to cry again. Graham seemed to take the hint and adjusted his position on the bench so that he faced me more.

“She was my first girlfriend, and I had been crushing on her since she and her parents moved here in third grade. They were preachers—or pastors? I don’t know. Either way, they were very religious.”

“Oh, no,” I whispered, able to guess where this was going.

“Naturally, they were not excited about the news,” Graham muttered. “I mean, they were happy she and I were dating, because they wanted to be tied to the Moore family wealth. But learning that their only daughter was sexually active pulled the rug out from underneath them.”

“Fifteen feels…young,” I replied.

“That’s because it is.” Graham stretched one arm behind us on the bench, and I perked up like a flower seeking the sun when the heat of his body wafted toward me. “Unrelated, Sex Education in the district has improved a lot over the last twenty or so years.” I snorted at that, and Graham’s eyes sparkled in response.

Is he trying to cheer me up?

“Madison’s parents—being who they were—encouraged us to get married as soon as possible⁠—”

“—At fifteen?” I gasped.

Graham confirmed with a nod and said, “My father and grandfather didn’t object. Brandon hadn’t shown a romantic interest in anyone, but they liked the idea of an heir to continue their ‘legacy.’ Getting my girlfriend pregnant at fifteen secured that for them, just sooner than they expected. So, we got married and had Olivia.”

“Wow.” I felt so bad for Graham. To be pressured to make so many decisions like that at such a young age. I was still obsessed with boy bands at that age.

“It was fine, well, as fine as two fifteen-year-olds getting married and having a baby can be.” Graham paused to drain his tea, and I locked in on the way his Adam's apple bobbed with his swallow. He set the mug down next to us and continued, “We only stayed married for six years. Once we were both twenty-one, we were starting to realize we wanted different things.”

“Like what?” I asked. I was enthralled with this story. I went as far as to pull my legs up and wrap my arm around them in the blanket. I even tucked my socked feet under Graham’s warm thigh, and when he didn’t pull away from the contact, my heart fluttered.

“I wanted to go to law school, get out of Redwood Springs for a bit, and see the world. Maybe follow in Brandon’s footsteps and settle down somewhere else entirely,” Graham replied.

“And Madison didn’t want that?” I pressed.

“Oh no, she liked the idea of traveling a lot.” Graham shook his head and grinned with his words. “It was the me part she realized she was hesitant about.”

I frowned at that, and Graham gave my expression a challenging look of his own.

“Were you an ass to her or something?”

“No.” Graham bit his lip as he let his gaze slide toward the stars in the distance. “I simply had a penis and not a vagina.”

My lips dropped open. “Oh. Yeah, that’ll do it.”

Graham laughed at that, looking back at me. “Yeah.”

“Wait.” I asked, “What did her parents think?” A dark look flickered over Graham’s expression, which gave me the answer already, but he vocalized it anyway.

“We had to go no contact.”

“Damn.” I felt awful for Madison. I assumed she was either openly queer while being married to Graham or that her queerness was something she discovered after their divorce. I never considered the possibility that she discovered it while married. But if she were forced to get married and have a baby as a minor, when would she have had the opportunity to discover her sexual identity?

“Madison and I met up with her parents at a park one weekend, and while Oliva played in the sandbox, we told them that not only were we getting a divorce, but also that she would explore dating women.” Graham ground his jaw together for a moment and said through gritted teeth, “The things they said to her that day. The way they used their fictitious God’s wrath as a weapon against her.” He rubbed his hand over his jaw with a shake of his head. I admired how, after all these years, Graham was still this defensive over Madison. Even though they weren’t married anymore, their relationship was still good. They still cared for each other, and Olivia. “In the end, their religious beliefs were more important than their child and grandchild living full, authentic lives.”

“That’s awful.”

“It is,” Graham agreed. “Franklin Martin, Laurel’s late husband, overheard the argument because Madison’s parents weren’t bothering with subtlety or decorum. He stepped in front of us and told her parents to leave.”

“Wow,” I breathed. “And did they?”

“Yeah.” Graham smirked. “Packed up their house and everything by the end of the week.”

“Wait—” I leaned forward in shock. “They left Redwood Springs? Because their daughter was gay?”

“No.” Graham shook his head. “They were kicked out of Redwood Springs because they were narcissistic bigots.”

My jaw dropped, and Graham took full amusement from my reaction as he elaborated, “Laurel and Franklin spent a lot of time babysitting Olivia while Madison and I finished high school. Afterward, I worked on my family farm while taking courses online, and Madison started school to get her teaching credentials. We’ve always been an intimate community. One could say that Redwood Springs as a whole raised Olivia.” Graham gave a genuine smile to the sky before lowering his gaze to the mug in my hands. “That, and Madison’s parents had already gotten a few ‘strikes’ from residents for their pushy behavior. But hearing Madison’s parents verbally assault her like that?” Graham shook his head and let out a low whistle. “That was the last straw. If Madison’s own parents were incapable of holding empathy for their own daughter, then there was no reason for Redwood Springs residents to believe they could hold empathy for anyone.” Graham lifted a shoulder, as if to say that was that.

“Damn,” I breathed. “I’m surprised the town was capable of kicking them out at all.”

“Well,” Graham bit his lip in a playful way that made me want to bite it instead. “It helped that we were able to cut them off.”

“Shut up.” I was wide-eyed and enthralled at this point. “Like, from everything?”

“From everything. The grocery, farmers market, even community events.” Graham confirmed. “My father died just a year prior to Madison coming out—may he burn in hell.” I scoffed some laughter at his harsh words, but he just smirked at me and continued his story time, “Brandon and I took over the family books and finances. He stayed locked in our father’s office for a week, going over the numbers with the family accountant. Turns out, our family had been preying on the people of Redwood Springs. Our wealth wasn’t because our family was a bunch of hard workers; it was because we were able to successfully take advantage of people for generations.”

“Oh no.”

“Yeah.” Graham blinked when I stuffed my feet underneath his warm thigh even more. Then he leaned over to tighten the blanket around us both as he continued, “Brandon basically started writing checks to the community members. We couldn’t pay back those who were harmed by our family’s greed decades and decades ago, but we could start paying back the community as it stands today. Brandon even sent our family accountants to small businesses in Redwood Springs, like Laurel’s and Jeremy’s, to teach them how to manage finances better. We provided grants so people could buy properties and supplies with no interest or repayment necessary. The local economy swelled with just a few strokes of Brandon’s pen. Everyone trusted Brandon and me more after our father passed.”

I just stared at Graham, utterly fascinated with his upbringing. Once my dad mentioned it on our first night here, I tried not to be too judgmental toward the town. I was intentionally moving here, after all. But I always assumed small towns were closed-minded communities. For Redwood Springs, I had assumed wrong. So, so wrong.

“That, I think,” Graham continued. “Helped amplify the town’s protectiveness toward Madison and me—and Olivia. We’ve shown each other, time and time again, that we’re all in this together. It takes a village.”

My eyes started to sting again, overwhelmed by how beautiful this place was. A community most couldn’t even dream of—especially while living in such a capitalistic society. Somehow, Graham and Redwood Springs found a way to just…help each other. To care. To give a shit.

After that kind of drama, no wonder they were generally skeptical of outsiders.

The vague threads I had read online before moving here made more sense now.

“So.” I cleared my throat, dabbing my eyes once to ensure my tears didn’t fall again. Graham had seen me cry enough today. “The town shunned the overly religious weirdos, and they left.”

“Haven’t spoken to or seen them since—I think gutting the old church building to turn it into a community center was the final nail in the coffin for them. Olivia has no memory of biological grandparents, but she’s always had Laurel and Franklin, until he passed a few years ago.”

“Did you get to travel? Go to law school?” I pressed.

“Graduated from UC Berkley, passed the California bar exam. Traveled a little, and decided my hometown was pretty great and that I wanted to be where my family was.” Graham lifted a massive shoulder before nodding toward my mug, “Do you not like your tea?”

“Oh, no. I love it.” I immediately lifted my mug to my lips and started chugging the now cool liquid. He watched me swallow and lick my lips before I replied, “I was just absorbed in your story time.”

“I kind of went on a monologue, but had a point to all of this,” Graham muttered as he stared at my lips.

“Beyond flexing about how wonderful your support system is?” I asked.

Graham used his arm that was draped behind me to tug on a lock of my hair playfully, “Smartass.” I swatted his hand away, desperately trying to ignore the heat that raced down my spine from the pull.

“What was your point, then?” I asked.

Graham studied me in that intense way of his. His eyes lingered on my face long enough to almost be uncomfortable. But I was getting to know him more and more, and part of me suspected that this was how Graham gathered his words before he vocalized them.

“No one today was judging you and your daughter. We’ve all been through it, one way or another. We’re all just doing our best. You are an excellent mom, Violet,” Graham said. “Gracie is lucky to have you as hers.”

My chin wobbled, and I sniffed in desperation to keep my tears at bay. I lifted my eyes in a pitiful attempt to use gravity to keep them in my eyelids, focusing on a beautiful cluster of stars just beyond the tree line. Graham’s warm palm cupped my cheek, startling me. I played it off with another sniffle so that he didn’t learn how much his touch affected me.

“I’m serious.” Graham continued, “No one here will think less of you because you stopped everything to help your daughter when she was in crisis.”

The fucking tears started trailing down my cheek, no matter how hard I winced or willed them away. Graham’s thumb swiped the ones that fell.

“People have,” I whispered, closing my eyes and accepting my fate. Tears continued to silently trail down my face, but with the safety of my eyelids, I decided to lean into my current vulnerability. “I’ve received horrified looks from strangers, whispering to each other about Gracie and me. I’ve had people come up to me and ask me to leave public places, like the park, which I couldn’t do without Gracie hurting herself or escalating further. I’ve had so many people ask me, ‘Can’t you soothe your kid?’ and sometimes I just don’t know how. I’ve had—I’ve had—” I sniffed, and suddenly I was wrapped in a warm embrace. Graham’s massive tree trunk arms cradled me against his chest. He even went as far as to untuck my feet from his thigh so he could drape my legs over his lap. His beard tangled with the hair at the top of my head as he cocooned me.

“You do know how to soothe Gracie; I saw it today,” Graham insisted.

“It doesn’t always work like that.” I let one sob escape because my throat was constricting too much for me to control it. “Sometimes I can’t. Most of the time, I don’t know what I’m even doing. I’m just surviving. We’re just surviving. We have to. I have to⁠—”

“You’re loving your daughter the best way you know how, with everything you have.” Graham squeezed me with his hold, and I tried to wipe my tears on my own shirtsleeves instead of his warm, soothing chest. “You’re raising a human in a world designed to make it impossible for you to do so.”

I covered my mouth with my hand to quiet my sobs. Now that I was letting the tears flow, I felt like a dam had burst. It was as if I could feel the built-up cortisol leave my body. “I’m sorry I’m getting your shirt all gross.”

“I’ve dealt with worse.” Graham huffed a laugh to himself. “I’m a parent, too.”

I grinned and leaned back to look up at him, wiping my cheeks furiously and sniffling. “And you were so young,” I replied. “Not going to lie, I’ve been curious about your age since Olivia is a grown adult.” I pursed my lips together and narrowed my eyes at him, “So you’re only, what? Thirty-seven? You’re only seven years older than me.”

Graham smirked down at me as his thumb made leisurely passes on my hip.

“Only thirty-seven, she says.”

“We’re basically the same age.”

“We’re absolutely not.”

“Once you’re in your thirties, age is but a number.”

“When I was a senior in high school, you were in fourth or fifth grade.”

“Good thing we didn’t meet until we were adults, then.” I bit my lip and dropped my gaze to his mouth. I was cuddled in the man’s lap, for Christ’s sake. His thumb was still teasing me through my shirt, swiping back and forth, back and forth.

Graham didn’t give me a heated look in return, though. Which naturally made embarrassment burn in my stomach. But I hid it well now that I had my quick little sob fest against him. I grinned at him, dropping my sexy eyes as I dabbed the remaining moisture from them with the sleeve of my shirt.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Hmm?” Graham’s deep, rumbly response reminded my ovaries that we still had a very inappropriate crush on him, especially surrounded by his woodsy and something scent like this.

“Can you not tell the guys tomorrow that I had a minor breakdown?”

Graham’s blond brows pinched as he replied, “I was excited to break the news to them, but now that you specifically asked me not to, I guess I need to find new gossip to spread.” I laughed and went to pinch his sides. He smiled at me and trapped my hands, gently pushing me back off of him to keep my tickly hands away.

“I’m serious,” Graham teased, squeezing my hands in his massive mitts. “I was so excited to spill the tea until you said something.”

I snorted loudly and unladylike at that. “Oh my god, you’re not allowed to say, ‘spill the tea’ again.”

“Isn’t that what all the youths are saying?” Graham blinked at me innocently, and my heart galloped in my chest. He was so playful tonight. I must have been a huge mess for him to let his own walls down for the sake of my well-being.

“Graham Moore.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “Are you secretly funny?”

Graham frowned at me. “I’m actually just funny. It’s not a secret to people with a good sense of humor.”

I freed my hand to try to pinch his side again, and he grunted and dodged me by standing up abruptly from the bench. It brought a gust of cool night air under the blanket, which made me gasp and desperately tuck the blanket around myself again. Up to my chin.

“No! I was so warm!” I whimpered.

“Someone should have kept their hands to themselves.”

I lowered the blanket from my nose to glare at him. “To be clear, you pulled me onto your lap.”

“Because you were upset and I was being a good neighbor.” Graham crossed his arms, and it was then that I noticed his cheeks were flushed. Probably from the cool night air, considering he just emphasized the word neighbor in a way that made me think that perhaps my playful teasing was going a tad too far. “And what do I get in return? Attacked.” I rolled my eyes, which allowed my gaze to drop, which was how I accidentally got an idea of what the man was packing beneath his thin gray sweatpants.

Holy shit, is that at rest?

“My love language is touch,” I murmured under my blanket. Graham lifted a blond eyebrow at me. “So, thank you. I really do appreciate you making me tea, and…talking. I feel better. More grounded.”

Graham’s eyes softened. “Of course.” Silence fell upon us again, except for in the far distance, where an owl hooing could be heard.

“I’m sorry for tickling you and taking it too far.”

“You’re forgiven.” Graham sighed and reached down to retrieve our mugs. “It’s getting cold; you should get inside.”

“But I’m warm right here,” I whimpered again. “And if I move, I’ll be cold.”

“Violet, you can’t stay out here all night.” Graham countered.

“But if I keep this pocket of warmth, it’ll be fine.” I had no intention of staying out here all night, but I also loved bickering with Graham, so I’d commit to the bit for as long as I needed to.

“No.” His voice was getting stern, and my pussy fluttered from the dominance of his tone. Goddamn.

“I’ve got this, don’t worry about me.”

Graham’s eye twitched, and it took everything in me not to cackle at him. I felt relief in this moment. How easily we transitioned from Graham helping me lick my wounds to me irritating the shit out of him for nothing else but the love of the game.

His gaze lifted to the sliding glass door next to my bench, and then he nodded to himself. Deciding something.

Without warning, Graham stepped forward and hauled me in his arms, swinging me over his shoulder. My arms were trapped in the blanket burrito I made for myself, so all I could do was grunt when my chest hit his shoulder. As I was getting my bearings, he had already pulled open my slider and stepped inside my bedroom.

Before I could panic about having underwear or vibrators out for him to find, I was immediately plopped down on my mattress. I bounced with it, and part of me regretted wrapping myself in a burrito like this. If I weren’t wrapped, Graham would have seen my boobs bounce with the fall, and maybe he’d be more interested in getting familiar with them.

But alas, by the time I sat up in my blanket burrito, warmth intact, Graham was already letting himself out of my bedroom and closing the sliding door behind him. He didn’t even wave goodbye or anything. He just closed the door, grabbed the mugs he brought over, and stomped down the porch.

I sat in my bed in silence, waiting to hear the sound of his own sliding door open and shut, before I groaned and flopped back down on my bed.

Graham Moore was a good guy. A really good guy.
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The next day was a better one.

Kids are hilarious that way.

Gracie, after purging all her icky and confusing feelings in the grocery store yesterday, woke up on the right side of the bed. She was giggly and playful and chipper during breakfast. My dad did an excellent job riling her up, tickling her, and chasing her around the house as I got her backpack ready for school.

The three of us were walking out our front door to leave when the sound of Graham’s front door opening and shutting made us turn to see him stomping toward us.

Distracted by how he raked his hand through his sun-kissed hair, I didn’t catch his subtle frown until he was almost directly in front of me. My dad visibly tensed, concern etched on his features as he watched Graham get closer and closer.

Gracie, as usual, didn’t give a single shit about what was going on. She was just happy to continue pulling Grandpa toward our car.

“Hi, Graham.” My dad gave Graham a charming grin. “What’s up?”

Graham’s eyes slid over to me, and even though he was visibly irritated, my heart thumped in my chest. Part of it was nerves (never feeling comfortable around a man who looked irritated). Another part, however, was because I was a woman and Graham was a man, and my stupid vagina would take any form of attention from him that she could get.

Regardless, I’ll be damned if I let an annoyed man affect the mood of the moment.

“Someone left the interior light on in my truck last night and drained the battery.” Graham crossed his arms with his fists tucked under his biceps to make them look bigger. It was an intimidating stance, but the reality was that all that pose made me want to do was lick his muscles underneath the ribbed long-sleeved thermal he was wearing.

I nodded at him, ignoring the embarrassed blush that heated my cheeks, because of course, I used his car to jump my battery, only to accidentally drain his.

“Interesting,” I murmured and tapped my chin with my index finger. “I wonder who could have done that?” My dad, upon seeing that the situation wasn’t that serious, continued to help Gracie into the car.

Graham lifted a dark blond eyebrow at me, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw my dad press his lips together to smother his chuckle.

“Probably someone who specifically asked to borrow the keys to my truck last night.” Graham’s tone was so dry that I suddenly felt the urge to take a drink from my water bottle. I stared at the farmer. His stance was wide enough that I could appreciate how thick his thighs and calves were under his jeans. They were worn, yet snug on his body.

I lifted a shoulder as I capped my water bottle and pulled my backpack around my front to put it away. “If I had to guess, I’d say it was probably someone with a dump truck of an ass.”

My dad snorted, hunching over to smother his laughter at this exchange.

Graham’s eyes lifted to the sky, a muscle in his neck twitching as he pressed his lips together. He looked like he was searching for something up there.

“…And a sparkling personality.” I added. “Yeah, I’d say that someone with a perfect ass and a peak sense of humor accidentally left the light on in your truck. Maybe—and this is just a guess—she accidentally dropped her phone and needed the overhead light to find where it landed. Maybe, just maybe, she was exhausted. Perhaps she’s a human fucking being and made a small mistake.”

“Seems like a possibility,” my dad added solemnly after composing himself. He nodded along with me and turned to Graham. “What do you think?”

Graham lowered his gaze and leveled me with an unamused look. “Maybe she also has blue hair.”

“Okay, well, that could be anybody.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m sorry for leaving the light on. Do you need help jumping the battery?”

“No, no.” Graham sighed and ran both of his fingers through his hair again, thoroughly messing it up. “I already did.”

I smiled, a big one, while realizing what was happening here. Graham wasn’t being fragile with me. He listened to me last night. Just because he consoled me on the back porch didn’t mean that we would stop irritating each other.

“Well, good thing you marched over here to yell at me about it.”

My dad laughed again, making Gracie look up at him with curiosity from her booster seat. My dad tucked the collar of his sweater over his face, hiding his amusement. Graham just shook his head before marching off toward his truck.

“Unrelated—can I get a ride?” I called after him.

“Hurry,” Graham chirped over his shoulder at me. I turned to look at my dad, who encouraged me with a wave of his hand to go with Graham. I tossed my dad the keys so he could take Gracie to school and ran after Graham, with relief lifting from my core.
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Chapter Ten
GRAHAM



“I set Violet and Gracie up on a play date,” Madison announced one evening. She and Shelly were over at my house, serving themselves plates of my homemade lasagna. A few weeks had passed since that moment on Violet’s back porch. Where I memorized what it felt like to hold her. How incredibly lucky I felt to just…be there for her. How she leaned into me, tucked her feet underneath me. I imagined, even during the difficult conversation, what it would be like to have many more nights like that with Violet.

I’ve seen her on her back porch several times since then, but I haven’t been brave enough to join her. I desperately wanted to. I also wanted to check in with little Gracie and see how she was doing. I wasn’t sure how to do that, exactly, but I found myself watching Violet, Gracie, and Olivia play in the grassy lawn in front of our houses more and more. Most of the time, I had to keep myself from smiling like an idiot whenever I witnessed Violet’s joy after making her daughter laugh.

“That’s great,” I replied to Madison as I shredded parmesan cheese in a bowl. There was never enough cheese for her. “With whom?”

“The Holts. Parker and Riley,” Madison replied as she sat next to Shelly at my kitchen table. “I think they have a lot in common.”

“How so?” I asked. Parker was a buddy of mine. He was a single dad, and his daughter, Riley, was a grade ahead of Gracie. Riley started speaking early. She was also an avid reader and was already tackling thick chapter books at six and a half.

“Well, Riley and Gracie are both autistic, for one,” Madison replied around a mouthful of food. “Even though Riley excels academically, she’s always struggled with making friendships and engaging with other kids. I think they’ll be good for each other. Plus, both girls love princesses.”

“Huh, I hope that works out,” I replied as I sat down next to Shelly.

“Also…” Shelly swallowed her bite before she continued speaking, “Parker is young and single.”

I was in the middle of cutting a bite of lasagna when I froze, lifting my gaze to Shelly’s. She didn’t meet mine, though. She was wholly focused on her dinner as she tore off a piece of garlic bread and popped it into her mouth.

“What does that have to do with anything?” I asked her.

“Violet is young and single, too,” Madison added, because her wife’s mouth was full. “Who knows, maybe they’ll hit it off.”

I leaned back in my chair, frowning at my plate.

My stomach churned at the thought. I liked Parker. He was a good guy, always ready to help anyone in Redwood Springs who asked. He initiated guys’ night in the studio more often than not. He was a good dad and a good neighbor to everyone in town.

Both of his arms were completely covered in tattoos, and he kept his light brown hair trimmed at that perfect, almost too-long length I haven’t been able to figure out for myself. Was Parker Violet’s type? Would she find him attractive?

“Graham looks displeased,” Shelly murmured to Madison.

“He does,” Madison agreed, giving me a suspicious look.

“I’m not displeased,” I replied, focusing back on my food. “I hope Gracie and Riley hit it off.”

“And Violet and Parker.” Shelly nodded, eyes on me.

I grunted at that.

“I knew it!” Madison gasped and grabbed Shelly’s shoulder. “I knew it, I knew it!”

“Knew what?” I asked while Shelly was busy laughing at her wife.

“That you like Violet,” Madison explained. Her accusation made panic zing down my spine.

“If you think I like Violet,” I asked. “Why the hell would you set her up with Parker?”

“He’s not denying it,” Shelly snickered.

“Okay,” I set my fork down to pinch the bridge of my nose. “I like Violet as a friend. Or colleague. Or neighbor. Not—not like that.”

“Hmm.” Madison quirked her lips to the side, which made me start to sweat, because she’d always been able to read me like an open book. “Good thing I set Violet up with Parker then.”

“I thought you set their children up on a play date,” I argued.

“Graham, grow up.” Shelly rolled her eyes. “There aren’t a ton of single men to choose from in this town. Violet is, what, thirty?”

“She’s thirty,” I confirmed, remembering Violet arguing that age was just a number. Did she truly feel that way, or was she making herself feel better after crying in the lap of a man who was seven years older than her?

“Did you know that most women hit their sexual peak at thirty?” Madison replied. My fork slipped out of my hand and clanged on the plate.

“If I were into men.” Shelly nodded. “And I was single, and at my sexual peak, I’d shoot my shot with Parker.”

“Great,” I bit out, grabbing my fork and stabbing my lasagna with more force than necessary. The reality was that Parker was…not great at flirting with women, so even if I were into Violet (which I absolutely was), I had very little to worry about.

Regardless, my family seemed desperate to give me more gray hairs.

The front door opened, and Olivia kicked her shoes off in the entryway as she greeted everyone. “Hey! What are we talking about?” Olivia asked.

“Graham’s forbidden attraction toward Violet,” Shelly replied around another mouthful of garlic bread.

“Shell—” I groaned and shook my head at my daughter. “Ignore them. They’re trying to start shit.”

“The tension is thick whenever the two of them are near each other,” Olivia said while eagerly helping herself to a plate before sitting down between her mother and me. “Violet perks up whenever Dad is around. It’s cute.”

“What?” All three of us asked Olivia. She took a few bites of spaghetti before swallowing and elaborating.

“You know how sometimes kids will tease or taunt their crush because they don’t know how to talk to them?” Olivia asked.

“Yes?” I replied.

“I think Violet pushes your buttons for the same reason.”

I hmphed, staring at my plate. “She doesn’t push my buttons.”

“She does,” Olivia argued. “Every time she says or does something that you’ll think is ridiculous, she looks to you for a reaction.”

“She does?” Madison clasped her hands underneath her chin to give me a pointed look.

“Yeah, watch her next time you see them together.”

“When do you see us together? We don’t hang out,” I argued.

“Yeah, but I’ve seen you both a handful of times when you both get back from work late. I don’t even need to hear your conversation to pick up the dynamic between you two.” Olivia lifted a shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’ve already made peace with the fact that my client’s mom has a thing for my dad.”

“Well…” I speared my pasta carefully, determined not to let my frustration show. “It doesn’t matter, because your mother set Violet and Gracie up with Parker and Riley.”

“What?” Olivia’s eyes widened. “Mom, that’s so mean to Parker.”

“It is not,” Madison tried defending herself, but I knew her tells. Her eyes were wider than necessary, and her lips were pressed together too tightly.

“Parker doesn’t stand a chance,” Olivia cackled. Everyone in Redwood Springs knew about Parker’s dating anxieties. The fact that his daughter Riley existed was nothing short of a miracle worthy of being documented in the Vatican.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine.” Madison rolled her eyes and handed Olivia a slice of garlic bread. “Who knows? Maybe Violet and Parker will hit it off.”

“If you say so.” Olivia shook her head, not convinced. Then, she leaned closer to me, gesturing for me to lean toward her as well. Whispering, but comedically loud, so that her mom heard, too, Olivia said, “Don’t worry, Parker will blow it, and you’ll still have your chance.”

I gave my daughter an unimpressed look and said, “I don’t want a chance. Violet is my colleague. She and her family are only staying for a year before they move back to Orange County.”

“What if she didn’t have a reason to move back, though?” Madison asked, lifting her brown gaze to me. I was used to being under the microscope with these women. They’d been concerned about my bachelor status for a couple of years now, but this was the first time there was actually someone for them to talk about. Someone to taunt me over. “I’m just saying, we’ve noticed some subtle changes in you, Graham.” Madison shifted her tone to be less playful and more thoughtful, which made me hear her out, “You’re cooking more elaborately, as if you’re having fun in the kitchen again. You have this…new energy about you ever since the Thompsons moved in. I don’t know, maybe it’s nothing. But we haven’t seen it in a long time, and if Violet is the reason?” Madison shrugged. “I think that’s great.”

I didn’t respond; I just took more bites of my food, and the women at the table finally moved on to asking Olivia about her day and how Gracie was doing. According to Olivia, Gracie was now able to drink from an open-lid cup, which was not something she was able to do before, apparently. It was a goal written in her IEP, and Madison was excited to cross that off so early in the school year.

I learned a lot of random terminology from the discussion. Words like stim, different kinds of stimming, etc. It was informative, but while the women were chatting with each other, my gaze kept sliding over to the kitchen window, which mirrored Violet’s kitchen window. Her family wasn’t eating dinner. In fact, I hardly ever saw them all sitting around the kitchen table formally as my family did. Perhaps they were living room eaters. Perhaps they ate much earlier or later than I did.

Regardless, I felt exposed after listening to Madison’s observations. I tried to fill the parts of me that were peeled open with the food I made, when a fleeting thought danced across my mind.

Does Violet like Italian food?

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Eleven
GRAHAM



“Don’t use a blue light, you fuck,” Ronan scolded Parker as he set up a phone on Parker’s fancy new tripod. “Warm light is the only option. Ever.”

“Okay.” Parker rolled his eyes and stepped aside, letting Ronan adjust the ring-light settings. I sat at the wheel next to the two idiots, focusing on my mug—not that anyone in my life needed any more mugs. Violet literally had to pack them away for her child’s safety. So why was I wasting time with this stupid project?

Because it’s been too long since you attended guys’ night, I reminded myself, and Duncan texted that he’d drag me out of my house by the ear if I skipped another one.

“Time to get naked,” Ronan announced to Parker with an eyebrow wiggle.

“No,” Parker refused as he adjusted his apron and plopped himself down on the wheel next to me. “Just make sure my face isn’t in it.”

“Fine, just take your shirt off,” Ronan argued. In response, Parker lifted a middle finger at the musician before slapping four pounds of recycled clay onto the wheel, getting right to work. Within a minute, he had the large lump centered.

“Prude, but I get it. Remember, to make editing a hell of a lot easier this time, when you lean close to the clay, don’t look up at the camera—dude, what did I just say?” Ronan glowered at Parker in frustration.

Parker smirked at me. He and I loved annoying the shit out of Ronan whenever he was in town, but the ugly green monster inside of me hated how perfect Parker’s teeth looked today. How clean-shaven he was. How his forearms were thick and veiny and tattooed. How his green eyes were a darker shade than Violet’s. I hated that Parker Holt was attractive enough to have the kind of hands and forearms that gained thousands of followers after posting three videos of them.

Apparently, during my brief hiatus from guys’ night, Parker started posting how-to pottery videos a few weeks ago, but he realized the ones that got the most views were the ones where he spoke as little as possible. The last few, he wore a mic just to record his grunts and breaths as he threw pots on the wheel. Every once in a while, if he’s working a particularly large lump of clay, Parker would throw in a “c’mon” or a satisfied “that’s it” when the clay molds his way, and the comments he received were men and women…out of pocket, to say the least.

But the three videos Parker posted gained enough views, shares, and engagement to produce payment, so he was officially leaning into it. But he was a dad first. Thus, his anonymity.

Violet seemed like someone who was online often. I wondered if she had watched any of Parker’s horny pottery videos before.

Who cares. It’s none of your business, I reminded myself.

I forced myself to focus back on my mug on the wheel. But I lost control of my grip, and the walls of my mug fell apart. The clay was much too wet now, so I cursed and stopped the wheel. I began scraping the soggy clay off my board when Parker spoke up.

“What’s up your ass?” Parker asked.

I grunted a response. Momentarily leaving my wheel, I brought the clay to the large canvas-covered table in the center of the room. I started wedging the clay. It was still too wet, but to be fair, I was only half focused on what I was doing.

Did Violet think Parker was attractive? Enough to pursue something?

“G, you’re getting the table all gross.” Adrian Beckett, another Kiln Bro member, slapped my hands to get me to stop spreading the mug around the canvas. “You’re trying to wedge slip. No wonder your shitty mug collapsed.” He had already thrown a large three-foot decorative vase a few days ago and had begun carving designs into it at the table.

“Fuck off,” I muttered as I scraped the slip off the canvas and plopped it into the recycled clay can. It was my turn to mix all the used clay up and repackage it anyway, but I’d do that later tonight.

“Wow, thank you for finally gracing us with your presence at guys night, only for you to be in a terrible mood.” Duncan Chase, the final member of our Kiln Club, scratched the shaved side of his head and smirked as he leaned his own wheel. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with your brother’s employee, would it?”

All four men stopped whatever movements they were making, even Parker, who still donned his live mic.

“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” I replied. I hoped that they would drop it, but I also knew deep in my soul that they would never. I grabbed some wire and sliced off some more recycled clay, focusing on weighing it in my hands.

“Violet?” Parker asked. “She’s cool.”

I closed my eyes, determined to find a shred of dignity and composure inside myself.

There was none.

“Oh shit.” Adrian smirked at me as he continued his carvings. Like Duncan, Adrian also had dark hair, but his was long enough to be tied back into a bun. Unlike Parker, he had no tattoos. “That’s gotta be it.”

“You’ve met her?” Ronan asked Parker accusingly.

I glared at Parker. He grinned up at Ronan but kept his eyes on me so he could see my reaction when he said, “Our daughters had a playdate at our house yesterday.”

“And you spoke to her like a normal human?” Duncan asked with a chuckle.

Parker sighed, always good-natured about our ribbing. “I tried, but, you know, she clearly knew I was nervous. Violet is very attractive, so the first hour we pretty much sat in unbearable silence.” This made the little green monster in my chest happy. “But she was cool about my awkwardness and eventually got me to loosen up by being silly with the girls.” This did not make the little green monster in my chest happy.

“Do you think there will be more play dates? …Or adult dates?” Adrian asked Parker, while staring directly at me.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” I asked Adrian, annoyed.

“I want to meet her before I leave again,” Ronan interrupted with a pout as he sat at the wheel next to mine, without any clay to work on.

“No.” I couldn’t stop myself from saying it, and that earned me various smirks and chuckles from all the Kiln Club Brothers. I had to think of something. “She listens to heavy rock and metal. She is probably a fan.” I actually had no idea if this was true. I’d never heard her play Ronan’s music whenever she blasted it, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

This made Ronan frown and say, “Dammit.”

Ronan Pierce was the lead guitarist and vocalist for a very popular, masked metal band. Every time he and his band went on tour, they sold out stadiums worldwide.

“You’re telling me that she’s smart, hot, and has good taste in music?” Duncan asked with heavy sarcasm while walking over to another pottery wheel. He got started on his plate set.

“Yeah.” Parker puffed his cheeks before blowing out a heavy breath, eyes focused on his cone. “And I basically choked. She’s the only reason we spoke at all during the playdate.”

“Well, she’s here for a while,” Adrian groaned his words out while stretching his shoulders, because he’d already been here for an hour before the rest of us showed up. “You’ll have plenty of time to work on your game.”

Parker snorted while dipping his sponge in water so he could drag it up the inside of his pot, smoothing out his finger creases. Parker hadn’t successfully spoken to a woman since the night he accidentally conceived Riley. Even in high school, though he was one of the popular guys, he could not smooth talk the women he was interested in to save his life. Since having Riley and taking a break from dating for years, his flirting had only gotten significantly worse.

Violet would be the kind of woman to help Parker come out of his own shell, and the thought made me grind my teeth together in dismay.

“Unless Graham strangles you first,” Ronan quipped. I didn’t respond to that. Instead, I marched back to my wheel and threw my newly wedged clay down with more force than necessary.

“Why does any of this concern me?” I asked my lump of clay with a frown.

“Because you’re obviously into her.” Duncan chuckled. “Even Madison and Shelly think so.”

“Your sister just lives for drama,” I reminded him.

“Especially when it’s true,” Duncan popped a shoulder with his words, reminding me of Shelly. “Do you think she’s into you, too?”

“To be clear,” I replied. “I’ve never said I’m into Violet.”

“Okay, do you think she’s into you, too?” Ronan asked, resting his chin on both of his fists as he leaned toward me. I frowned at him, then swung my head over to Parker, who still wore his mic.

“You better edit this shit out,” I warned him.

“Oh, for sure.” Parker even nodded his head with heavy sarcasm. “Because that’s what women want. Not moans and whimpers, but men attempting to unclog the emotionally constipated one of our group.”

That made me do a double-take at him and say, “I’m not emotionally constipated.”

Ronan snorted. “You’re so backed up; it’s time for an emotional enema.”

“I hate this analogy, if anyone cares,” Duncan spoke up from his wheel with a frown.

“We do care, Duncan,” Adrian replied from the table, before turning to look at me. “And we’re willing to say that we care about you out loud. That’s what makes us not emotionally constipated.”

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered after finally centering my clay. “It’s not that deep. Yes, Violet is…beautiful. But there isn’t anything there. She’s Brandon’s employee. My brother’s employee. It would be very inappropriate for us to⁠—”

“—Fuck?” Ronan asked. “Or date? Because there’s a difference.”

“Is…is there?” I asked, confused by the sudden turn of the conversation.

“Either way, I think Graham makes a good point,” Parker mumbled his words to his clay. “There would be a power imbalance in their relationship. Graham is her employer, since Violet is his IT support. Plus, Redwood Springs is Graham’s turf. She just moved here with her kid. If she started an affair with a Moore brother, and it didn’t work out, it wouldn’t exactly be a great way to start off her relationship with the town.”

I agreed with everything Parker was saying, but I couldn’t stop my face from contorting into displeasure at his words. If Violet and I did anything, I didn’t consider it any of the town’s business. But also…that was easy for me to say, as someone who has lived in Redwood Springs most of my life.

“But—” Adrain pointed at me to emphasize his point. “If Graham and Violet actually dated, that’s different.”

“How so?” Ronan asked while spinning on his stool like a child.

“Because it wouldn’t be a secret, for one.” Adrain lifted a finger for each of his points, “Two, having the relationship out in the open—and documented—wouldn’t be as weird regarding the employment of it all. Workplace relationships happen all the time—but she’s only here for a year. Casual feels like your only option, anyway.”

“You don’t know my brother,” I replied, which was true. Brandon left Redwood Springs as soon as he turned eighteen and never really looked back. He made sure to visit for some holidays and did a decent job maintaining his relationship with Olivia as her uncle, but that’s about it. “He runs by a very strict moral code. There’s no way that he’d be okay with one of his employees and me starting anything. Casual or not.”

“Not even for true love?” Duncan asked, only half-joking. The rancher was very much a romantic compared to the rest of us. Always had been.

“Okay,” I lifted my hands at the room, desperate. “This whole conversation has gotten out of hand.”

“Look, man,” Adrian spoke up. “We just want to see you happy. I’m glad you’re willing to talk about this with us.” I wasn’t surprised. Ever since Adrian and his wife started couples counseling a year ago, he’d been on a mental health and emotional healing journey—and forced us all along for the ride.

I rolled my eyes at my clay, while muttering, “I am happy.”

“If you say so,” Ronan sang.
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VIOLET

“Oh hell yes,” I grinned, bouncing on the soles of my feet. Sun Steer Tech’s drone had successfully mapped the entire old almond tree patch we were testing on. The shakers themselves worked, which was comical to see in person. These machines literally shook almonds off trees, and then Kenny would drive by with their new electric SST sweeper, which would come and suck the almonds up like a vacuum. It felt so unreal. Like a prank. Not like how almonds should be farmed.

“It’s done?” Graham asked, leaning over to look at my iPad. “Wow, it really did it.”

“Every tree, every random stone, it’s all right here.” I shook my shoulders happily, and Graham stepped away from me to let me do my happy dance. “This is so fucking cool.”

Graham had been a grouch all day today. Not that he was ever a ray of sunshine, but he was noticeably quieter. His smirks were nonexistent. He couldn’t even give me proper eye contact. I wondered if I had done something to offend or upset him and considered asking him about it.

But then I remembered that I’d rather die than fawn over some guy.

Even if I did imagine him lightly choking me while I orgasmed until I saw stars just this morning.

Ignoring the surly attitude of the farmer, I practically skipped back to his car at the end of the workday. I caught him this morning and once again invited myself to ride with him. We were going to the same place every single day, after all. It was more environmentally friendly to share a vehicle than to take two cars.

It was definitely only for environmental reasons and had nothing to do with me not wanting to spend more money on gas than I had to. I was pretty sure that Graham and Brandon were loaded. It made sense for him to drive.

“I heard you and Parker had a play date with your girls,” Graham muttered when we got inside his car.

I slowly turned my head to look at him, surprised that he was starting a conversation, and that this was the conversation he wanted to start. “Yup. We did.”

“How was it?” Graham asked, still not looking at me as he turned around to pull out of the gravel parking lot. He rested his hand on the back of my seat, and though it was a normal gesture for someone backing a truck out of a parking space, it made me feel like he was showing some sort of dominance. Like was telling me to be careful about how I answered.

I was definitely reading too much smut in my spare time.

“It was fine,” I replied. “They seem like a great family. The girls didn’t really want to play with each other, though. They preferred to parallel play, but I still consider it a win.” Graham hummed, and I figured that was the most I’d get out of him. I was staring at all the beautiful trees when he spoke up again, startling me the second time today.

“Just as a heads up,” Graham’s voice sounded stiff. Like it was difficult for him to get the words out. “My ex-wife might have been trying to play matchmaker with you and Parker.”

That got me to turn away from the trees, focusing on the way Graham’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. “Oh.”

“Yeah.” Graham sighed. “I asked her not to meddle in things like that.”

“Oh.” I didn’t want him to think I was upset with Mrs. Chase, so I said, “That’s okay. I don’t mind.”

That was the wrong thing to say, for some reason. Graham’s knuckles went white after my words, and the silence that descended on us in the cabin of his truck was unbearable. I thought I’d suffocate under the weight of it. But I wasn’t sure why it was like this. I wasn’t the one yapping his ear off this time. This was the discussion Graham brought up.

“So…you’re interested in Parker, then?” Graham asked.

I bit the inside of my cheek because, from his low tone, I could have sworn that Graham sounded jealous. That couldn’t possibly be it, though. Beyond that night on my back porch, our relationship had been strictly platonic. There wasn’t much that was romantic or sexy about getting tears and snot all over his shirt.

His warm, wide, manly chest that I wanted to gnaw on.

“Violet?”

“Yeah?” I asked, blinking back into the present conversation.

“Are you interested? In Parker?” Graham’s gaze briefly flicked over toward me, before focusing on the road again. Did he have something in his throat? He looked like he was holding his breath.

“Uh, no. I don’t think so,” I replied.

I watched intently as Graham loosened his fingers on the steering wheel, allowing blood flow in them again as we turned onto the long drive that led to our cozy cul-de-sac. Silence, which felt significantly less unbearable, filled the cabin again.

Until we got out of the car.

As soon as we shut our doors, he spoke up again.
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GRAHAM

“So, to be clear, you’re not interested in Parker—romantically, I mean.” I couldn’t stop myself from asking again. I had to know for certain. Something was clawing in my gut, desperate to confirm if I needed to kill my friend or not. I hoped I wouldn’t have to, but I’d do it. Because that’s where I was. I was becoming obsessed with Violet, which was problematic for several reasons.

But I didn’t care. I wanted to crawl out of my skin. Every molecule in my body was tuned into Violet, the way she glanced at me over her shoulder as she continued to waltz toward her front porch. The way she hesitated on the bottom step before turning to face me directly with her reply.

Violet lifted a blonde eyebrow at me and finally said, “Parker seems like a great guy, and a great dad. I’m excited for Gracie to have a friend in Redwood Springs.” The sour feeling in my stomach continued to surge, but then she added, “But I’m not romantically interested in men who are the human version of Windows 11.” I scoffed, attempting and failing to cover the sound with my hand, but the way Violet smiled at me let me know I wasn’t fooling her.

“Damn,” I chuckled, pulling my hat off to run my fingers through my hair. It was as if a bucket of relief got dumped all over my body. Muscles were loosening. I could breathe in full after not being able to do so the entirety of the ride.

“Parker’s not really my type,” Violet continued, drumming her purple-painted fingernails on the stair railing. “I appreciate Mrs. Chase’s efforts, though.”

I grinned. “I think she forgot that you’re only here for a year.”

Something flickered across Violet’s expression, something sad that made me want to beg her to tell me what’s wrong. But it was gone as soon as it appeared. I looked up at her, holding my dad’s old hat in both of my hands. She waited for me, clearly expecting my follow-up question before I worked up the courage to voice it.

“What is your type, Violet?” Gravel coated my throat with the words, but I didn’t regret voicing them. She stood tall on the porch step, tucking one booted foot behind the other, and tipped her head to the side in thought. She had to know the effect she had on me. How the pop of her hip made me grip my dad’s hat tighter, instead of lurching forward and squeezing her soft flesh. The way her oversized flannel hung open on her body, teasing her feminine figure with her tight long-sleeved shirt underneath.

“I think I’m still trying to figure that out,” Violet murmured thoughtfully. Her eyes softened as they took me in, standing before her like a thirsty man, desperate for hydration that only she could provide. She pressed her lips together as pink stained her cheeks. My breath caught in my throat. Where did her mind go just now? “Have a good evening, Graham.”

“You too, Violet.”
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Chapter Twelve
VIOLET



“How do you know if a man likes you or not?” I asked the girls a week later. It was Friday night, and we had all planned to jump on FaceTime together once my dad and Gracie were sound asleep.

“Trick question,” Mary replied. “Men don’t like women.”

“It’s true,” Signe said, then comically glanced at her engagement ring. “Generally speaking, anyway.”

“Men who like women don’t make you question if they like you or not,” Jacqueline murmured, frowning at her toes. We were all painting our nails together. Simulating a girls’ night, even though we were all in our own homes. Mary and Jamie were in their apartment, and Jamie was painting Mary’s toenails pink. Signe was focusing on her hands, since bending too much triggered her morning sickness. Nicole was also doing her fingernails. She chose a bright yellow that would take several coats before the color was solid enough. Her partner, Taylor, was out doing their sports ball stuff.

I was painting my toes black. A solid color. A bold statement. Not gray, a color that could be misunderstood or misinterpreted.

Black.

“Okay. How do you know when a man doesn’t hate you?” I clarified.

“Why do you ask?” Nicole ran her hands through her dark black hair before giving me a look of reprimand through her phone screen. “This doesn’t have anything to do with your neighbor who chops wood shirtless, does it?”

A few weeks ago, I was FaceTiming Nicole and Taylor because Taylor was giving me pro tips on how to address things regarding Gracie’s IEP check-in. They used to be Gracie’s OT therapist before we moved. That call was how I discovered that Nicole and Taylor were hooking up, and it was also the call where I paused the conversation to run to my window and show them what Graham Moore does to women’s libidos everywhere.

“He does what?” Signe looked up from her hand to lock eyes with me.

“He chops wood shirtless,” I murmured, not wanting to wake my family up. I was wearing earbuds to mask the noise from everyone else on the call.

“And she masturbates to it,” Mary added while Jamie snickered.

“Obviously.” Signe leaned toward her phone, getting serious. “He does this regularly? On purpose?”

“Weekly,” I replied.

“He’s trying to get your attention,” Signe declared. “No man innocently chops wood shirtless where his neighbor could easily see him. He’s showing off for you, one hundred percent peacocking.”

“You think so?” I questioned. “Because Graham is pretty reserved. It wouldn’t surprise me if he genuinely just chopped wood shirtless because he got too hot. I could easily picture him being uncomfortable knowing that I’ve gotten off to the visual of it several times.”

“I take it that masturbating more than normal isn’t helping, either,” Mary replied.

“What the hell—Violet.” Nicole leaned toward her phone, like a parent about to scold a child. “He’s Brandon’s brother. Your client. That’s so fucked up.”

“I know.” I scraped a hand down my face with my acknowledgement. “I know, I know.”

“How would you feel if he were masturbating to the thought of you tinkering with tractors?” Jacqueline asked.

I snapped my mouth shut, heat crawling up my neck at the thought of Graham on his back, taking himself in hand. Would he groan? Would he clench his teeth together? Bite his hand to keep quiet?

The sound of Signe cackling pulled me from my dirty imagination.

“She was picturing it,” Signe snorted, laughing without shame. “I didn’t realize it was this bad. Quick, we need to find Violet someone to bounce on.”

“Signe!” All of us chided in unison.

“But it wouldn’t hurt to find someone for me to bounce on, either.” I bit my lip and scraped a hand down my face. “There’s this dad that Gracie’s teacher tried to set me up with, under the guise of a playdate for our daughters.”

“Ooo.” Signe wiggled her eyebrows suggestively, focusing back on her nails. “Is he a DILF?”

“He’s very attractive,” I confirmed. “Dark hair, pretty eyes, tattooed arms, tall, everything a woman would want, really.”

I lifted my foot to admire my work, impressed that there wasn’t a single drop of polish on my cuticles or skin. Then I noticed the silence from the other end of the call and saw all my friends staring at me with a variety of expectant expressions.

“But?” Jamie pressed.

I released a heavy sigh, starting on my other foot, “But…he’s not Graham.”
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GRAHAM

I was pressed against my headboard, my head turned toward my open window, shamelessly eavesdropping on Violet. I was rereading a memoir Olivia had gifted me a few years ago when I heard Violet’s soft voice dance between our two houses.

Crickets accompanied her soothing inflection.

As soon as I heard Violet ask, “How do you know if a man likes you?” I stopped reading. I didn’t even pretend to continue reading. I closed the book and set it aside, folding my arms and crossing my ankles. Locked in.

“Okay. How do you know if a man doesn’t hate you?”

Her question made me want to punch every man on planet Earth in the face. Who could hate Violet? She was sunshine. Kind. A strong mother figure with a heart of gold. She got along with everyone. I couldn’t fathom a man meeting Violet, getting to know her, and not falling head over heels on the spot.

Was she talking about Parker, perhaps? Was he rude to her? Did I need to kill him after all?

“He chops wood shirtless…weekly.”

That made my heart stop in my chest. Violet was talking about me. I assumed, based on the time of night, that she was on the phone with a friend. I couldn’t hear the other half of her conversation.

Violet was talking about me with her friends.

Violet was talking about me chopping wood shirtless with her friends.

Thank fuck I decided to stay up a little later than normal to do some reading.

The conversation continued, and as soon as I heard Violet mutter the words, “…I could easily picture him being uncomfortable knowing that I’ve gotten off to the visual of it several times.” My soul left my body.

Violet touched herself to the thought of me.

Violet touched herself to the thought of me.

“It wouldn’t hurt to find someone for me to bounce on, either.”

Bounce on? What did that even mean? Was that an innuendo? Was that how thirty-year-old women talked about sex?

My blood rushed in my veins, picturing Violet on her back with her electric blue hair fanned across her pillow. Her hand, or maybe a vibrator, between her legs. Biting that bottom lip I’ve been dying to taste since I first laid eyes on her. Cheeks flushed. Back arched. Breasts out.

Then the conversation pivoted to her date with Parker, and I blamed my half-hard erection for pulling too much blood out of my brain. It was the only reason I had for why I got so jealous when she mentioned Parker’s name to her friends.

“But…he’s not Graham.”

My breathing stopped, but my heart took off at a speed that made me consider dialing 911. I darted out of bed, pacing the room with my hands on my hips. Then I took out my hair tie and ran my hands through my hair several times. Pacing. Thinking.

He’s not Graham.

Violet…wanted me.

Violet Thompson, the IT support whom I have been literally dreaming about for months, wanted me. Me. I paced back to the wall the open window was on, flattening my body against it, desperate to hear whatever else Violet had to say.

“You’re right.” Violet’s voice was lower. Defeated. Who was right? About what? About bouncing on me? Violet could bounce on me any time she wanted. I had no idea what that meant, but I would embrace her weird vernacular if it meant I had a chance. “Don’t worry. I won’t cross that line.”

What? No. Why not? I’m more than willing.

Violet’s laughter echoed between our A-frames, quieting some crickets that were chirping. They slowly began their song again as she listened intently to whoever the fuck she was talking to.

“Just because you all have, Nicole being the exception, doesn’t mean that I should.”

What the fuck were they talking about? Violet and me? Being together? Because yes, we the fuck should. I clasped both of my hands behind my neck, at the base of my skull, and tugged. Letting the pressure ground me, in an attempt to think clearly.

Violet might have wanted me, but she wasn’t ready to do anything about it. Which felt fair, because of all the points Duncan, Adrian, and Parker mentioned at guys’ night. No sane woman in Violet’s position would jump into my bed without heavily considering the impact of that decision.

I wondered if my hopes and excitement were in vain. Was I being selfish, sitting here, eavesdropping on her phone call and hoping that whoever she was speaking to would convince her to give us a chance?

The visual of waking up next to Violet flooded my mind. I imagined her being a stomach sleeper, with her face smushed into the pillows, arms tucked underneath her head. I imagined stroking her blue hair in the early morning, finally feeling how soft the strands were in my rough fingers.

She would probably glare at me for waking her up before pulling the blankets over her head and groaning. But I was an early riser, always had been. I would probably get up and start the coffee. Maybe whip together a small breakfast to motivate her to start her day.

But it wouldn’t just be Violet and me. Gracie and Frank would be there, too. Gracie would pad into the kitchen with her iPad and ask for oatmeal, which I would happily make for her. Frank would be getting his own plate of eggs and bacon ready while I brought Violet hers.

My heart ached in my chest at the thought.

My breathing became staggered from how easy it was for me to picture such a life with her. Meshed with mine. Olivia was already head over heels for Gracie. Madison and Shelly clearly wanted me to try to do something with my infatuation instead of ignoring it. Our monthly dinners and movie nights could double in size, comfortably.

“I love you, too,” Violet said farewell to whoever she was talking to before the creak of her bed indicated she was moving. Getting under the covers? Getting out of bed to brush her teeth first? I quickly flicked off my bedroom lights, just in case she stepped out on her porch again.

What did I do with this newfound resolve?

How did I show Violet the kind of life she could have with me while giving her time to wrap her head around it? How do I show her what kind of partner I could be, without it being obvious or inappropriate in the workplace?

“You’re being crazy, Graham,” I muttered to myself as I crawled back into bed. I heard Violet’s slider open, the soft padding of her feet as she walked to her favorite patio bench. It took every muscle in my body to stay in bed instead of meeting her out there, dropping to my knees, attempting to convince her that we could make things work if we really wanted to.

Beyond the physical aspect of a relationship. We could be real partners. Lovers. Best friends, just like she suggested on her first day of work. I wasn’t a casual hook-up kind of guy, because there was never a scenario that I pictured being with Violet intimately, without integrating with her and her family outside of the bedroom.

I grabbed my phone off my nightstand. My thumb hovered over my two group chats, hesitating. Eventually, I exhaled a frustrated breath and typed out a quick text to both, informing my family and the guys where I was now, since everyone else already knew anyway.

Me: You’re right. I’m done pretending. I want her.




Before I could plug my phone back in on my nightstand, various texts came flooding in.

Ronan: Hell yeah, brother.




Parker: He finally admits it. Never thought I’d see the day.




Duncan: Cool. What are you going to do about it?




Adrian: WOOHOO!




Then my ex-wife texted in my other group chat.

Madison: Be patient with her. You got this, Graham.




Olivia: Oh I’m going to wing-man the HELL out of you. Out of this? Out of you both? Whatever, you get the idea.




I fought a chuckle at my daughter’s text and replied:

Me: I don’t need my daughter to be a wingman for me. Don’t be weird.




Olivia: You’re not the boss of me, old man.




Me: Goodnight, girls.




I finally set my phone aside, ignoring a few more buzzes that I assumed were from the guys. Ronan and Duncan were probably mapping out a full strategy for me to execute to court Violet. I wouldn’t know for sure until tomorrow, because with this decision I made, a peace settled into my muscles. My bones. Something in my nervous system was responding to my resolve positively. Relaxing my body. Basking in how right it felt to go this direction. To make this decision for myself.

There was always the possibility that Violet wouldn’t ever want to start anything with me. Thanks to mine and Madison’s temporary marriage, I understood more than anybody how nuanced attraction was. Just because you were attracted to someone didn’t mean you wanted to start a life with them. I could lay my heart on the table for Violet, and she could crush it in her hands, and that would be her prerogative.

I hoped, god I fucking hoped, that she could see what I saw in us.
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Chapter Thirteen
VIOLET



“We’re good,” my dad reassured me. “Go. Give Laurel my best.” He turned back to Gracie, who demanded with stern claps of her hands that they were to continue their paddy-cake game she had learned at school, while her favorite movie was playing on the TV.

My dad had been visiting Laurel’s Coffee Shop with Gracie almost every weekend. Like me, he hasn’t had much of a love or social life ever since Gracie was born. Part of me felt guilty about it, like I had kept him from potentially moving on because I decided to have a baby when I did.

But my dad never showed much interest in women around me, that is, even before Gracie was born. Perhaps, though, this Laurel woman caught his interest. This made me want to investigate even more, but I wanted to play it cool. I hadn’t seen her since Gracie’s meltdown in the grocery store several weeks ago. I wished we’d met for the first time under different circumstances, but it was what it was.

After blowing kisses to my daughter, who ignored me to focus on paddy-cake with her grandpa, I walked the twenty minutes or so to Laurel’s Coffee Shop.

I shot off an email to Gracie’s sleep specialist on my way over, wondering if it was time to adjust her sleep medication. Thankfully, when we first moved in, she had been sleeping through the night. Unfortunately, she’d randomly started waking in the middle of the night again. Last night I woke up to her trying to get into my dad’s bedroom at 2:00 am. Today, she technically slept through the night but still woke up at 4:00 am.

Mama was tired as hell and needed quality caffeine.

After hitting send on the email to the sleep doctor, I noted another email from Jacqueline, asking about what dates would be good for me to fly back to Orange County for my halfway-point check-in with the team. I sent up a silent prayer that Gracie could at least sleep through the night, the day I needed to travel and be awake enough for a formal presentation to my colleagues and boss.

But I had a while before I needed to worry about that.

My dad suggested I go on a leisurely walk by myself to get some morning coffee, instead of him and Gracie going to get it. Walking wasn’t usually my thing, but this town was so small, and it was going to be such a beautiful day. I looked forward to casually adding hot girl walks to my schedule once my family moved into permanent housing somewhere around here.

Once Laurel’s Coffee Shop came into view, a white pickup truck pulled into the lot, and I fought a heavy sigh when I saw who stepped out of it.

“Morning, Violet,” Jason greeted as he stepped out of his truck and rushed to beat me to the front door. He opened it for me to step inside first, but it felt very…transactional.

“Morning,” I replied as casually as I could. I was exhausted; if the bags under my eyes weren’t an obvious tell, perhaps my lack of energy in my tone would help him out. As I stepped through the threshold into the shop, I avoided touching him. I probably looked dramatic as I side-stepped into the building, but it was worth it.

“You look lovely this morning,” Jason spoke low near my ear as he followed me to the counter.

Good at picking up hints, Jason was not.

“Well, that’s nice, but I feel exhausted,” I deadpanned. I grinned at the older woman who appeared behind the register, though. Laurel had mostly white hair with some dark gray streaks near her roots. I had a feeling she went gray earlier than usual and leaned into it, because she looked about my dad’s age.

“Hi, Laurel,” I greeted her, giving Jason my back.

“Hi Violet,” she replied with a smile. “How are you doing? How’s your little one?”

“She’s doing great,” I repeated. “She’s hanging out with Grandpa.”

“Ah, so you’re the one picking up the Saturday order today?”

“I am, if that’s okay,” I replied.

“Of course! The usual?” Laurel asked.

“Yes. The usual,” I confirmed. Laurel smiled to herself as she tapped the order into her iPad.

“I’ve needed to stock my lavender syrup more seriously since Frank’s arrival,” she noted. “That man loves a vanilla lavender latte.” I quirked my lips to the side. My dad didn’t start drinking lavender lattes until we moved here. More specifically, since the first time he visited Laurel’s.

“I believe it,” I replied anyway. “I’ll be sure to tell him to save some lavender syrup for the rest of us.” After I tapped my phone to pay, I stepped aside to let her take Jason’s order.

“No, no,” Laurel assured me. “Frank is welcome to as many vanilla lavender lattes as he wants. It’s no problem.” I grinned my thanks as I studied the glass cabinet of pastries. Jason gave his order and stood next to me, and I was pleasantly surprised when he didn’t try chatting with me anymore. Perhaps he got the hint after all.

We stood in silence as Laurel made our coffees, and it was a perfectly pleasant morning. That is, until Jason and I stepped outside of the coffee shop, near his truck.

“So,” Jason sighed the word in preparation, in a way that made me feel like he was about to be super annoying. He leaned closer to me, ignoring how I immediately shifted away from him, blocking the direction I needed to go to head home.

I clutched my coffees in my hands, partly to keep them warm, partly to look casual. Like I wasn’t feeling threatened.

“Are you still certain that you wouldn’t want to go to dinner with me, Violet?” Jason’s voice was smooth. But it was wrong. There wasn’t a gruff edge to it that made me want to tease him. It wasn’t low enough to make butterflies erupt in my chest. It was just…a guy’s voice.

The rumble of an engine sounded behind me, and the gravel under the tires signaled someone was pulling into the parking lot in front of Laurel’s. Jason’s eyes flicked over my shoulder before immediately landing on me again. Whoever had just pulled in was of no concern to him.

“I’m positive, Jason.” I sipped my coffee once, shifting my stance a bit so I could create more space between us, but also to stand in the sun. It was cold outside, but I could feel the heat through my coat as soon as I was out of the building’s shadow. Unfortunately, Jason stepped forward to maintain the proximity he had created.

“There’s no way I can convince you to give me a chance?” Jason’s grin widened, and the way his eyes trailed over my body made my stomach churn. The engine of the vehicle that was parked behind me turned off, and a door opened.

“No, sorry,” I shook my head once to emphasize my point. “I’m not trying to be rude, but I don’t want to lead you on either. I’m just not interested.”

Footsteps crunched on gravel behind me, moving closer to this unsettling conversation. Help me, I silently pleaded to whoever was entering Laurel’s. Jason lifted an eyebrow, like my rejection seemed comical, and when he leaned closer as if to share a secret with me, I wanted to gag. “How about⁠—”

“Hey.”

I stiffened before immediately releasing a sigh of relief. I sipped my coffee to hide the blush created by the sound of Graham Moore’s voice and turned to face him.

“Hi, Graham.”

“Whatchya got there?” Graham stepped close to me when he asked his question. Very close. I almost commented on it, but Jason was still lurking. If I had to pick which man needed to be in my personal space right now, I would obviously go for the woodsy-smelling, deep baritone voiced, blond-haired, hazel-eyed, mountain man.

Jason, upon Graham’s appearance, took half a step back.

I stayed put while Graham’s massive arm wrapped around my shoulders in the most awkward one-armed hug I had ever received. We weren’t huggers. I didn’t think I had ever hugged Graham up until this point—excluding that moment on my back patio that one night. I wasn’t ready for it. I didn’t have the chance to lean into his stiff embrace and take a solid whiff of his woodsy scent.

But I made sure to beam up at Graham regardless, doing a quick scan of his freshly groomed beard and flushed cheeks from being out in the chilled morning, noting how his gaze seemed to scan my face in return. I widened my eyes at him, hopefully silently communicating to him what I was feeling.

Because I knew what he was doing before he silently checked in on me just now.

He was rescuing me.

And I was already thinking about baking him cookies or something as a thank you.

“A vanilla lavender latte.” I held up one of my cups, the one I was sipping from, as I replied to his original question. I wasn’t facing Jason at all anymore, but I could feel his presence. The side of my face burned with the knowledge that he was still there, watching this exchange between Graham and me.

“Mornin’, Jason.” Graham nodded at the school principal before turning back to me to wrap his large hand around my cup. I guess it had looked like I was offering Graham a sip of my coffee when I lifted it, and he was taking the opportunity.

I raised my eyebrows after releasing my hold, suddenly very interested in the way Graham’s soft-looking lips wrapped around the lid of my drink. His head tipped back as he took a swig, exposing his shaven neck below his beard. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed before lowering the cup and licking his lips.

“That’s pretty good.” Graham smirked as he glanced at Jason before taking another sip. “Laurel makes damn good coffee.”

“She does,” Jason agreed with a hint of an annoyed tone.

Graham lifted the cup to take another sip, so I gently smacked his stomach with the back of my hand.

“Get your own,” I scolded him while reaching up to take my drink back, careful not to spill my dad’s.

Graham stepped away, stealing one last sip while his tree trunk of an arm kept me from taking my drink before he was ready to part with it. His forearm pressed against my stomach, teasing the bottom of my breasts as he playfully shoved me away. Though I was covered with many layers this morning, my body heated as if he just copped a feel.

Thankfully, everyone’s cheeks were flushed from the cold.

My blush wasn’t incredibly obvious.

“Dude.” I held my hand out, playfully stomping my foot. The grumpy farmer finished his last sip of my drink and handed my cup back with a smirk on his face. A smirk that had no right to create a storm of butterflies in my stomach. I felt like I was in high school again. Finally gaining the flirtatious attention of the popular jock who wouldn’t look twice at a girl—or woman, now—like me.

I gasped when I wrapped the cup in my cold fingers and felt a significant amount of weight missing. “You just drank, like, half of it!”

Graham shrugged, unrepentant. “It was good.”

“Ugh, but I need my caffeine.” I stomped my foot on the gravel again, lowkey surprised that Jason was still lingering while Graham and I went back and forth like this. “I’ve been up with Gracie since four.”

Something flickered across Graham’s expression before an easygoing smile shaped his lips. It was stunning. My brain came to a halt as I beheld the beauty that was Graham Moore smiling—as if he did it all the time. I felt like a sad flower, perking up after basking in the sunlight that was his smile.

What an odd morning it was.

“C’mon, then.” He held his arm out to me and nodded toward Laurel’s. “I’ll get you another.”

I beamed up at him, immediately looping my arm through his and wiggling my fingers around my cup at the frowning principal. “Bye, Jason.”

Graham tipped his head at him before turning us back toward the coffee shop. I could hear Jason stomp away before getting into his truck, but I didn’t drop my arm from Graham’s until we made our way into the coffee shop. After I unwrapped my arm from his, I marched right up to Laurel’s counter and rested an elbow on the ledge. All business.

“What can I get—oh, you’re back?” Laurel asked after coming in through the kitchen door. She held a tray of freshly baked scones, and I was ready to load up.

“Can I get another one of these, but a large?” I wiggled my cup before taking another sip. “And two of those?”

Laurel smiled, her gaze flicking over my shoulder.

“I’ll get your order in a second,” she assured Graham.

“I’m paying for us both,” he sounded like he was back to normal, meaning, not blinding me with his gorgeous smile. “And I’d also like a—what is this, Vi?”

“A vanilla lavender latte,” I replied, shooting him a wink over my shoulder.

“Oh!” Laurel perked up as she used some tongs to load the pastry display with the new scones. “Is this a coffee date? Are you two…?” She raised her eyebrows while gesturing between the two of us with her tongs. Funny, she didn’t ask that about Jason and me earlier. Graham cleared his throat behind me, clearly uncomfortable and nervous with Laurel’s assumption.

“Oh, uh⁠—”

“You got us.” I nodded solemnly, cutting Graham off. “We’re getting to know each other. Biblically.”

“Jesus,” Graham grunted behind me, stepping forward so that the warmth of his body was radiating against my side. “I’m just buying her a coffee.” Laurel had been gaping before she realized I was full of shit. She started shaking her head, but she didn’t look too scandalized, so I leaned into the bit.

I cupped my hand next to my mouth, stage whispering loud enough for Graham to hear, “I asked him to keep our relationship on the DL. It’s not a good look that I jumped into bed with my client so quickly, after all.” Even though I one hundred percent would. My call with the girls last night was still haunting me; Nicole thoroughly reminded me that our business relationship really put a damper on my fantasies.

Everyone else was dating a colleague. Jacqueline, Signe, Mary, and Jamie all went to work with their partners. Nicole argued, though, that dating a coworker was wildly different than dating a client.

Poo.

“Of course.” Laurel grinned, and as she tinkered with her coffee maker she replied, “It’s early; you still want time to yourselves.” I loved how she was going with it. I also loved how Graham grunted something at my side, accepting his fate as we continued to embarrass him.

I yawned, partially for the bit but also because I really had been up since four am. “It’s not easy staying up all night, blowing the big guy’s mind with how flexible I am—” I elbowed him in the gut while maintaining eye contact with Laurel, just to make sure I saw her tip her head back and laugh. “But Mama has a big appetite. And he’s doing a good enough job keeping up with me.” I pointed two thumbs toward my chest.

“Well, I’m happy to caffeinate you two lovebirds.” Laurel giggled as she finally finished our drinks and slid them over the counter. She then accepted the cash Graham offered.

“Keep the change,” Graham murmured.

“Oh, babe—” I grabbed his forearm. “Tell her about that thing I do with my leg that you like⁠—”

“Say goodbye, Violet.” Graham rolled his eyes with his demand. But his lips twitched in what I swore was amusement before he grabbed my hand and dragged me out of the shop.

I waved goodbye to my new best friend, Laurel, before I was pulled into the cold, the sun now hidden behind the thick, overcast clouds. I shivered, but Graham didn’t let go of my hand. Right when excited butterflies started fluttering in my stomach again, because apparently holding hands was enough for my nervous system to get our hopes up, he dragged me to the passenger side door of his truck and released his hold.

“Hop in,” Graham instructed.

“He’s an Uber, too.” I wiggled my eyebrows as I obeyed. Graham was looking down at the dirt as he shut my door, muttering something to himself as he rounded the front of his truck and hopped into the driver’s side. “What can’t Graham Moore do?” I asked once he was settled.

“You’re a lot in the morning,” he murmured humorously as he tossed me the bag of scones. I was so committed to embarrassing him in the coffee shop that I had forgotten to grab them.

What a guy.

“Oh, so are we not pretending we’re a couple now?” I buckled myself in and set my new drink in one of his cup holders, right next to his. Then I shimmied happily into my seat before pulling out the first scone. This one was blueberry. “Because when you drank half my coffee, that was the equivalent of peeing in a circle around me, big guy. Jason got your message loud and clear.”

Graham hadn’t pulled out yet. He was sitting there with one hand on the wheel and the other pinching the bridge of his nose with his eyes closed.

He made it so easy.

“If Jason wants to assume we’re together because I had some of your coffee, that’s his prerogative. What I want to know is, why did you ramp up the act with Laurel?”

“Oh,” I replied around my bite before washing it down with my fresh coffee. “I love making you uncomfortable.”

Graham turned to look at me, lifting a single dark blond brow. “Really?”

“You’re so fun to rile up.” I nodded, completely unashamed.

“What about you?” Graham asked.

“What about me?”

“Do you like getting riled up?” he clarified.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. You’ve never riled me up.” It was a bold-faced lie, but that was fine. He didn’t need to know how his voice and smell and overall essence made my ovaries simmer with want every day. That was between me and my vibrators.

Suddenly, Graham snatched my bag of scones from me. Somehow, he managed to grab the bitten one out of my hand and stash it in the bag, too. My hand was still comically in the air, my fingers curling around nothing.

“Hey, what the⁠—”

At the same time that he dropped the bag on the bench seat between us, Graham lifted his other hand and cupped my jaw.

Which had promptly dropped.

It probably wasn’t a cute look for me. His thumb and index finger pressed against my cheeks, making my lips pucker as he turned my head to face him. Graham leaned in, his hazel eyes locked on my puckered lips as my heart took off in my chest.

Holy fucking shit, what is happening?

“Next time you want to rile me up, keep in mind that you’re the one who would have to keep up with me, Violet.” My eyebrows jumped into my hairline after hearing his words, and a new kind of flush coated my cheeks and body. “I would tire you out. Because when I’ve finally been satiated, you won’t be able to walk straight the next morning.”

I squeaked.

Graham’s lips tipped up in the corners at the sound. His eyes lifted from my lips to lock with mine, and I continued to gape at him. He slowly released my jaw, letting his fingertips gently drag against my skin as he pulled his hand back. Then he sat back in his seat and rested one arm on the back of the bench to pull the truck out of the parking lot.

As if he hadn’t just fried my brain with his words.

As if he didn’t just hold my face and casually paint the picture of a phenomenal weinering from him.

We pulled out of the driveway as he made our way home, which ended up only being about a three-minute drive. When we hopped out of the car, I grabbed both drinks with my hands, reaching for the bag of scones.

“I got it,” Graham assured, snatching the bag before I could.

Okay then.

He followed me up the porch steps to our house, and I was trying really hard to act cool about the fact that Graham was coming into our home. It was the first time he had entered the house since the day we moved in, and he and Olivia had given us a tour of the place.

In the living room, playing on her iPad, was Gracie. She looked up at me and made her happy hums as soon as I walked through the threshold but then stopped when she saw Graham follow in after.

Graham even shut the door behind himself.

What the hell is happening?

“You’re back,” my dad called from the kitchen. He was pulling eggs out of the fridge. “… and you brought a friend.”

“I found him outside, wandering around, looking lost,” I replied, overly aware of Graham following me toward the kitchen counter to set our contraband down. “Can we keep him? He can reach all the tall stuff.”

“I can do that,” my dad frowned. “What else can he do?”

“I can fix that barstool, for one,” Graham said, looking at the barstool that my dad had broken during the first week we lived here. We laid it on the ground off to the side of the dining area, so Gracie wouldn’t accidentally climb on top of it and hurt herself. But that’s as far as we got with that project.

I was good at installing Wi-Fi and teaching people how their phones and computers worked. DIY house projects? Not so much—yet.

“Oh, yeah,” my dad rubbed the back of his head. “I sat down on it, and it cracked under my weight. It was a humbling experience.” Graham crouched down to inspect it. The platform the seat cushion was tucked into had a perfect crack down the side of it.

“It’s okay,” I assured Graham. “I was going to make time to fix it this weekend.” My dad gave me a look that clearly said, "Liar, liar, pants on fire.”

“I can reinforce this, no problem,” Graham confirmed before glancing around the house. “Is there anything else that needs fixing?”

“No, no.” I stepped into his field of vision, blocking him from scoping out anything else. He already saved me from an uncomfy conversation with Jason but I didn’t need a man storming into my home and judging how I ran things.

I was capable of learning how to fix a chair.

“I have nothing else to do today,” Graham argued, giving me a funny look. I deflated, wondering if I was becoming too protective of my pride…again. My dad and I exchanged confused but curious looks. I made a joke about keeping Graham, and instead of rolling his eyes or grunting his annoyance, Graham seemed to be leaning into it.

What is your type, Violet?

Was this how Graham flirted? I was so out of my league. I had no idea how to interpret this behavior. From the outside, it looked like Graham was just being a good neighbor. A handyman.

But why was my heart fluttering in my chest with his casual offer?

“Knock, knock,” Olivia’s voice sounded from the front door as she let herself in, and Gracie jumped off the couch to run to her. “Hey, girlfriend!” She picked Gracie up and gave her a tight hug before she noticed who was in the kitchen with us. “Hey, Dad. How’s it going?”

“He’s demanding that he fix our chair.” I grinned at Olivia, pointing to the broken barstool Graham was tucking under his arm.

“Oh, he’s good at that.” Olivia agreed, continuing to squeeze little Gracie in her arms as she walked toward us. “Gracie, did you know that this is my dad?” Olivia pointed to Graham, and my daughter leaned back just enough to study the large man with suspicion, “You have a mom and dad, and I have a mom and dad, too!”

Gracie turned to lock eyes with Olivia, an indicator that she was actively and intentionally listening to her. Gracie understood everything adults around her said, but when she engaged in eye contact, that meant that she was very interested in what was being said to her.

“He’s pretty cool,” Olivia continued, winking at Graham. Gracie turned to study Graham again, who looked unsure as he stood in our kitchen with a broken barstool under his arm. He then cleared his throat and tipped his chin at Gracie. “Olivia is a lot cooler, though.”

“He’s right,” Oliva agreed, twirling Gracie around as they made their way back toward the living room.

My dad and I gave each other another silent look.

What is happening? My dad’s expression asked.

I have no idea. I tried to reply with my eyes.

“Do you want something to eat, Graham? Before you get to work?” my dad offered, whisking together some scrambled eggs. It would only be scrambled eggs. My dad and I were awful at cooking, and eggs were the one dish neither of us could mess up. Even with bacon, we’d undercook it or burn it to a crisp.

“Nah, this shouldn’t take long.” With that, Graham tipped his head at us and took the barstool out the kitchen’s back door before marching across the backyard. My dad and I watched him through the window as Graham strolled through the grass, past his personal garden, and entered the large shed that sat just in the tree line.

My dad turned to look at me and asked, “Is that a workshop? I thought that was just a shed.”

“It’s both.” Olivia chuckled as she flipped through a storybook with Gracie. “That’s pretty big to just be a shed.”

My dad shrugged before focusing back on breakfast.

My gaze kept wandering toward the workshop-shed-thing Graham had disappeared into, wondering what, exactly, felt different. It was in the air, too. Not just Graham’s friendly behavior. Maybe this was Graham finally coming out of his shell. Shy people needed a long time to warm up to new friends, after all.

Maybe Graham was finally ready to be friends with us.
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Chapter Fourteen
GRAHAM



I was just adding one last screw to the stool when I heard the door to the workshop creak open. I glanced up from my workbench to see Gracie, blonde hair tied back into two curly pigtails, standing there with a furrow in her brow.

“Oh, uh.” I brushed my hands off. “Hi. Where’s your mom?”

Upon my question, Violet’s voice called across the yard.

“Gracie! Where’d ya go?”

Gracie immediately turned on her heel and ran toward Violet’s voice. A few moments later, Frank stepped into the shed with his hands in his pockets, glancing around the space.

“This is a cool little shed, workshop, thing.” Frank said, glancing around the space. “It feels old.”

“My grandpa built it,” I replied, setting the stool right-side-up. “Good as new,” I announced. Frank smiled and patted the seat with his hand.

“If you say so,” he chuckled.

“Not much of a handyman?” I asked him.

“No.” Frank shook his head. “I was never good at handy work. I always hired it out or just dealt with whatever was broken.” He shifted his weight and rested a hip against the large table in the center of the space, kitty-corner to where I stood. “I’m a city-boy, through and through.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” I added, putting my weight on the stool to ensure the screws held up. “My brother became a city boy and has been much happier.”

“Ah, that’s good.” Frank chuckled and furrowed his brows in a way that reminded me of his granddaughter. “Can I be blunt for a second?”

My stomach somersaulted. “Uh, sure.”

“What are your intentions with my daughter?” Frank asked, leveling me with his gaze. Shit. What?

I cleared my throat, simply so that I had a few more seconds before I had to respond to his question. “Ah, what do you mean?” I asked, going for naïve.

“Don’t pretend you’re not feeling…something for Violet.” Frank didn’t sound upset or angry. He sounded stern. A protective parent. “I saw the way you looked at her the first day we showed up. I’ve seen how you stare at her when she isn’t looking.” What the hell? When? Does he watch us leave and come back from the fields? “As a man who has been in love with a woman, I can recognize it just as well.”

My eyebrows rose to my hairline. I removed my dad’s hat to set on the table between us, retying my hair back to give my hands something to do.

“Frank, ah, I don’t—” I snapped my mouth closed when Frank raised a single, dark eyebrow at me. Daring me to continue. I didn’t. “What I mean is—I think it’s a little early to say I’m in love with, er, with your⁠—”

“Daughter,” Frank finished for me. “And maybe that’s true.” He quirked his lips to the side as he studied me, not reacting to my helpless fidgeting. I couldn’t get a solid read on the man. Was he upset? Excited? Purely judgmental? His poker face was impeccable. “That being said, what is your intention, then? Because while Violet is a grown adult capable of deciding for herself who she wants to spend time with…” Frank frowned, his eyes shifted to the side, lost in thought, before he focused back on me. “I refuse to watch her get burned again.”

The muscles in my stomach tightened from his words. My teeth clashed together, but I hoped that my closed lips hid the physical reaction to his words. My fingers tightened into fists of their own accord. My mind immediately went down several routes, trying to interpret what “burned again” could mean in the context of Violet Thompson.

I had a feeling I already knew the answer.

“Gracie’s father?” I asked through clenched teeth.

Frank tipped his chin once in confirmation.

Fuck.

I braced both palms on the table, clawing my nails into the wood to ground my sudden protective instincts, that I had no right to feel, at this point in mine and Violet’s nonexistent relationship.

“He’s a deadbeat or something?” I asked, lifting my gaze to Frank’s.

“Unless he randomly decides not to be.” Frank pulled his phone out of his back pocket and glanced at the screen. “He pops up about once a year, pretends he cares, and disappears for another trip around the sun.” Frank frowned as he pocketed his phone. “Violet deals with him well enough. But it still hurts her, all the same.” Frank scraped a hand down his face as he continued, “John is like a scab life keeps picking at, refusing to let Violet heal the wound.”

I groaned in frustration. “Shit. I’m so sorry.”

Frank lifted a shoulder. “That’s how it is with co-parenting.”

“Not the way Madison and I do it,” I argued. “It doesn’t have to be that way if there is mutual respect.”

Frank gave me a thoughtful look, considering, before he said, “John doesn’t respect Violet. Or Gracie. Hell, even me.” Frank shrugged. “Establishing mutual respect is impossible with someone who prioritizes their ego and pride over everything else.” I hated this for them. Especially Violet. Hell, even for Gracie. I couldn’t imagine choosing not to be part of Olivia’s childhood. Even when Madison and I split, we prioritized Olivia and the safety of our family unit over everything else.

Madison and I didn’t have safe parents or family members, beyond Brandon. We were desperate for Olivia not to feel that loneliness and abandonment that we did. Thankfully, Redwood Springs was there to help us carry the load of parenting.

“Look, Frank,” I paused, hearing Violet and Olivia laugh out loud at something. They sounded far away, closer to our houses on the other side of the backyard from where Frank and I were. “This is new to me. I wanted to prioritize mine and Violet’s professional relationship. She’s told me how…nerve-wracking it is being a woman in her line of work.” Frank nodded in agreement. “Because of that, I went out of my way to give her space. Maintain boundaries—not that we’ve crossed any—” I quickly added when Frank’s face twisted in concern. “Anyway, what I’m trying to say, not that this means much, but I didn’t mean to—to—” I scraped my hands down my own face, embarrassed to be having this conversation. “I didn’t mean for my feelings to get this out of hand. I just…don’t know how to ignore them anymore.”

I lowered my hands and stared at Frank, terrified to see how he’d react to a poor sap like me waxing poetic about his daughter. Instead, I saw that Frank’s face had softened. His eyes were emotional daggers, piercing through me. Seeing parts of me I probably didn’t want him to see. But he wasn’t upset. He looked…almost understanding.

“I see,” Frank sighed. His chest deflated as he crossed his arms. “Does Violet know?”

“I mean, I haven’t told her anything,” I muttered, reassured by the sounds of Olivia and Violet playing with Gracie in the distance. “Maybe she knows, maybe she doesn’t. I don’t really want to push her about it.”

“Why not just tell her how you feel? Ask her on a formal date?” Frank asked with a tip of his head.

“I want…” I paused, trying to gather my words well enough to explain to Frank that I wasn’t just being a chicken shit. “I don’t want to put Violet in an uncomfortable position. Let’s say I ask her to dinner, and she tells me no. She still has about nine months left on her contract, and knowing Violet, she’ll be worried that I’m pining after her the whole time. It’ll create a problematic work environment.”

“Would you?” Frank asked. “Pine after her if she turned you down?”

“Without a doubt,” I replied, making him chuckle in amusement at my answer. “But I don’t want her to have to carry that emotional weight. That’s my own issue to deal with,” I explained. “So I figured the best thing I could do right now is just…be there for her, until we get closer to her contract expiration, at least. That way, if she doesn’t feel the same way, she won’t be stuck living next to the man she had to turn down for months on end.”

Frank’s eyes blinked a few times, emotion flickering across his expression.

“My daughter does like you,” Frank muttered. “I don’t know how much, or if it’s more romantic or platonic, but it’s obvious that she does like you.”

That made my chest heat with hope.

“I’d be a lucky bastard if she reciprocated how I feel, that’s for sure.”

“Yeah,” Frank said. “It’s good that you know that, at least.”

I smirked at him. “If I’m being overbearing,” I gestured toward the barstool. “Let me know. I just…I think I’m done pretending that I don’t crave her company.” Frank smiled at that, surprising me a bit. It was the first time he beamed this entire conversation, and I hoped deep in my gut that Frank could approve of my hopes.

“If you want to try to win my daughter over…” Frank gave me a perusal before continuing, “You don’t need my blessing to try, but I would give it if you did. I think you’d be a good partner for Violet.”

Air whooshed out of my lungs. “Th-thank you, Frank.”

Frank tipped his chin at me once, then stood from his lean on the table. “I, uh, think this conversation can stay between us. For now.”

“I’d really appreciate that,” I agreed.

“With that, I wish you luck, Graham Moore.” Frank chuckled and added, “Violet could do a lot worse than you.”

Yeah, I’d take that compliment.

I grabbed the stool and followed Frank out of the workshop, strolling across the grassy backyard. Olivia and Violet weren’t on their side of the yard, though. Instead, they were on the other side of my house, where the rabbit house was.

Gracie was standing with her little fingers gripping the chicken wire, shaking her legs, and humming as she studied the fluffy creatures inside. Violet and Olivia were crouched near her, talking low. Olivia pointed to my floppy-eared gray right when Gracie looked up and got excited to see her grandpa approaching.

Gracie ditched the bunny house and started running across the grass to Frank.

Frank, matching his granddaughter’s energy, started jogging to meet Gracie halfway across the yard. Violet stood and smiled at her family, but a few feet before the two met, Frank slipped, collapsing on the ground with a curse.

I dropped the barstool and jogged toward Frank, scolding myself for the small divot in the grass his foot just rolled in.

“Dad!” Violet cried, jogging toward her dad.

Gracie hesitated, tiptoeing toward her grandpa as he struggled on the ground.

Violet and I got to Frank at the same time, who had his leg tucked toward his chest, squeezing his eyes closed in pain.

“Shit,” Frank gasped.

“Are you okay?” Violet asked, her hands fluttering over his leg, unsure.

“I heard a pop,” Frank gasped through clenched teeth.

Beside us, Gracie started to whimper.

“You’re safe, big girl.” Oliva was at Gracie’s side immediately, crouching down and holding Gracie’s hands. “You’re safe.”

“Do you need to go to the hospital?” Violet asked her dad.

Frank pondered, breathing through his nose as he pressed his lips together. He looked pale, and a bead of sweat was trailing down his temple.

“I think so,” Frank groaned.

“Do you know where it is?” I asked Violet. She flattened her lips and shook her head while looking back at her daughter, who was still making distressed, anxious whimpers at the scene before her.

“Grandpa’s okay,” Violet consoled her daughter. “We just gotta take him to the doctor really quick. You’re okay. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Want me to watch her while you guys go?” Olivia offered, squeezing Gracie’s hands repeatedly.

“Um. Yeah.” Violet nodded, her lips trembling. “Yeah, if you are okay with that.”

“I’d love to.” Olivia crouched down and scooped little Gracie up. “Let’s go watch TV.”

At that, Gracie turned toward her house, allowing my daughter to distract her from the stress her grandpa was in.

“Is it your ankle, or your leg?” I asked Frank.

“Fuck,” Frank gasped. “My ankle.”

“Okay, can I help you get to the truck?” I asked him. “I’ll drive you and Violet to the hospital.”

“You don’t have to,” Violet said quickly. “I can take him⁠—"

“I want to,” I told her as I helped Frank get an arm around my shoulders. “If you can get his other side, I can support most of his weight.”

It was awkward, and we went slowly, but Violet and I eventually got Frank to stand on his one good foot. He cursed and grunted, and color drained from his face as he got right-side up. We slowly helped him across the back yard, between the two A-frames, and to my truck. By the time he was situated in the back seat, his hands started shaking.

“Are you okay? What’s going on?” Violet panicked, grabbing her father’s hands.

“He might be going into shock.” I rested a hand on her shoulder. “Want to sit in the back with him?” Without a word, Violet slid in next to her father, who tried giving her a smile of encouragement.

Closing the door behind her, I hopped into the driver’s seat and started the engine.
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VIOLET

“I’m so sorry,” my dad apologized for what felt like the thousandth time as we finally got him situated on the living room couch. Gracie was sitting at the kitchen table with Olivia, eating her chicken nuggets while curiously watching Graham and me help my dad prop his foot up.

It was a clean break, according to the doctor.

Easy to diagnose, much more difficult to heal from.

My dad begged not to have a cast, which was standard procedure for a clean break like his. But thankfully, the doctor was willing to compromise and have him try wrapping his foot and using a boot first. He had a checkup in three weeks, and if it wasn’t healing properly, they’d force him into a cast to heal properly.

If everything healed as it should, it would still take six to eight weeks for my dad to be able to put weight on his foot again.

“Stop apologizing,” I scolded him. “You have nothing to be sorry for.”

“I scared Gracie.” My dad looked devastated, but then he turned toward the kitchen table and smiled brightly at her. “Hi sweetie, I’m back, and everything is fine!” Graham grabbed another throw pillow from the couch and gently lifted my dad’s leg before settling it underneath his booted foot.

“I’ll try to make time to fill in those random divots in the lawn,” Graham sighed. “We had a gopher problem a few years back, so the ground is pretty uneven back there.”

“Don’t worry about it.” My dad waved Graham off. “I just need to pay attention to where my feet are landing.” Then my dad leaned his head back on the couch dramatically with an exaggerated groan. “I can’t believe I’m officially old enough to fall and immediately break.”

Graham snorted. “You aren’t that fragile, yet. Doc said you’ll be back on your feet chasing your granddaughter in no time.”

While we were in the ER, I witnessed Graham and my dad get along as if they’d been old friends for a while. Before my dad fell, I noticed him poking his head in the workshop where Graham was, and I wasn’t sure what they discussed in there (I assumed it was my dad offering to help Graham just to be kind, while most likely hoping he wouldn’t be asked to handle a power tool of any kind).

Whatever dude-bro conversation they had, their rapport spoke for itself.

I wasn’t sure how to react to it. I liked that everyone got along, obviously. But it was still new and weird.

“Can I get you anything, Frank?” Graham asked.

“A beer would be nice.”

I lifted a finger at my dad and said, “Don’t become one of those dads who become glued to the game and demand a cold beer several times a day, annoyed that he lives with women.” Graham and my dad both laughed at that, while the former went to the kitchen to get said beer.

“What else am I supposed to do when I’m in this state?” My dad gestured to his boot before calling after Graham, “Get yourself one, too.”

Graham did. He held two beers in one hand and a third in the other, which he offered to me before handing my dad his. I took it and uncapped it, taking a swig. The last few hours were stressful, as most ER visits are. Thankfully, once they gave my dad pain medicine, he was pretty much back to his normal, humorous self. Cracking jokes with Graham and the nurses.

Going to the ER with someone is an intimate experience. You’re inviting other people to view a traumatic event. But Graham being there didn’t surprise me too much, because I couldn’t picture him just dumping us and driving off. He stuck around the entire time—even when I tried to say he didn’t have to. That we could call a rideshare to get home. Graham just rolled his eyes and ignored me.

I had very mixed feelings about that.

However, watching Graham kick off his shoes by the front door to join my dad on the couch with a beer made me panic a little.

Was this really an option? Graham’s friendship with our family? Casually chatting with my dad on the couch about his broken ankle and what sports ball games might be on the TV, because neither of them knew what sport was playing on ESPN this time of year?

Gracie, having finished her chicken nuggets, padded over to sit next to her grandpa on the couch, reaching over him to grab the remote to plop into his hand.

“I guess we’re watching whatever Gracie wants, first,” my dad chuckled, turning the TV on.

“How does she tell you what she wants to watch?” Graham asked.

“We’ve added her favorites on her talker,” Olivia explained. “But finger-pointing works just as well.” At that, Gracie jumped off the couch to run up to the TV, tapping on the specific buttons she wanted my dad to click until she got to her current fixation. She treated the TV like her iPad, which resulted in lots of little-kid finger smudges on the screen that I haven’t gotten around to cleaning off yet.

Gracie had chosen Encanto.

Once my dad pressed play, Gracie grinned and ran back to her grandpa, throwing her little body on his lap. He chuckled as he caught the bundle of energy, careful to keep his foot propped up.

“Have you seen this one, Graham?” my dad asked as Gracie snuggled up in his lap.

“I don’t think so,” Graham replied after sipping from his beer. “I haven’t kept up with kids’ shows since mine went off to college.”

“Oh, you gotta watch it,” Olivia told her dad as she sat on the ground in front of him. “The soundtrack is fire.”

“If you say so.” Graham lifted a shoulder, then lifted his gaze to me as his lips wrapped around the beer bottle again.

“Don’t you have to work today?” I asked him. Everyone stopped and glanced at me, helping me realize just how shitty my question was. “Never mind. Ignore me.”

“No, no.” Graham set his beer bottle on the side table and made his way to stand up. “I’ve probably overstayed.”

“I have an hour left with Gracie, but I can leave early, too. You have all been through a lot already today,” Olivia offered.

I held my palms out to them and said, “Stop. Sit down. No one is going anywhere.”

“Are you sure?” Graham asked, tentatively sitting back in his spot on the couch. “I don’t want to overstay.”

“You’re not.” I waved his concern off with my hand, stepping over Olivia and my dad’s legs to plop myself on the couch in between the two men. Graham scooted closer to the arm of the couch, giving me space. But then he lifted his arm and rested it on the back of the couch, and I fought the urge to snuggle into his side as I did on my back porch that one night.

“If you say so,” Graham muttered.

“Shut up and watch the children’s show,” I ordered. Gracie whined once. It was a specific noise she made to tell her adults to quiet down, because she wanted to hear her movie.

“Sorry,” I whispered to her, then I leaned over my dad’s lap to kiss her forehead. She let me, before getting excited at the opening song.

And then we just…watched a movie. All of us: Graham, Olivia, Gracie, my dad, and me. It felt so…natural. It’s funny how something that could look so ordinary, like watching a movie together, could feel so momentous. Like all of us were starting a new chapter, but I wasn’t sure what that chapter was.

Selfishly, I hoped this new chapter included a lot more of Graham and me. Together. Intimate. Naked. Sweaty. All the things I shouldn’t be hoping for with a client.

I blinked the thoughts away and tucked my legs up underneath myself, shifting a tiny bit closer to Graham. He didn’t react, though. He kept his gaze glued to the TV, quietly sipping his beer as the Madrigal family members were introduced.

He propped his feet up on the coffee table, too, and even though he wore socks and jeans, it felt so…private. Personal.

I hoped, quietly, that this was a brick being laid.

That our relationship would continue to build from here, instead of reverting back to our stiffer (on his end) conversations and working relationship. Even if I had to continue hiding my wildly inappropriate crush from Graham Moore for the remainder of my contract. Perhaps, once my contract was up, and if the stars aligned and I could convince Brandon to keep me on as a remote employee while I set up home base in Redwood Springs, I could broach the subject with Graham.

How would I ask a man like him out? To dinner? A movie? The thought of me twirling my hair and blushing and biting my lip, asking if Graham wanted to go steady, filled my mind. I had to push my lips together to keep myself from giggling. Thankfully, it timed with a funny moment in the movie, because everyone quietly chuckled at the dialogue.

I was getting ahead of myself.
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Chapter Fifteen
GRAHAM



I was in the middle of a very graphic and detailed dream of Violet sitting on my face when the sound of my phone buzzing, unfortunately, woke me up. I stretched and yawned, feeling like my body had been hit by a truck. It took several eye rubs and full-body stretches for me to register the fact that I had fallen asleep reading on my couch.

I never took naps.

Outside, I heard either Violet or Frank slam a car door shut before driving off. As my nosy-ass brain started wondering where she was going, my phone buzzed on the coffee table again. In an attempt not to sound like I just woke up from a coma, I cleared my throat before answering.

“Yeah?” I asked.

“Graham,” Laurel’s voice replied. “We need you to go to the elementary school.”

I was silent for a moment, thinking, before I gave up trying to guess why the hell I needed to go to the elementary school.

“Why?” I asked. Was it Madison?

“I’m here with Frank,” Laurel explained. “And Violet just stormed off. She muttered something about ‘beating his ass,’ and Frank is concerned she’s going to get herself into trouble.”

That had me sitting up and saying, “I’m on my way.”

“Graham,” Frank’s voice called from Laurel’s phone. “She read something on her phone from Mrs. Chase before storming out. Any idea what could have set my daughter off?”

“None.” I was shoving my feet back into the boots I had kicked off beside the couch before grabbing my dad’s stupid hat and throwing the front door open. “I’ll see what’s going on though.”

I hung up and jogged down my porch steps to get into my truck. As soon as I started the engine, my phone buzzed again.

“Madison?” I asked as I made my way down the gravel drive.

“I’m sorry. I’d call Frank if he wasn’t injured⁠—”

“He and Laurel just called and told me to get to the school.”

“I sent Violet an email, and she responded with…aggressive language.”

“I’m on my way.”

“Thank you.” Madison hung up the phone after that. My head was spinning. What the hell did she send Violet to make her react like this?

What could I possibly do to help?
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I parked my truck at the school before jumping out, slamming the door shut seconds after my boots hit the gravel. I could hear Violet, but she wasn’t yelling. Was my infatuation with Violet becoming this bad? Were my ears specifically tuned to pick out her voice? Instead of going toward the school’s entrance, I followed the sound of her yelling to the side, toward the playground.

I had never seen Violet this furious.

Turning the corner revealed Violet, Gracie, Olivia, and Madison lingering after school pickup. Olivia was helping little Gracie go down the slide. On the blacktop, Violet and Madison were standing with…fuck.

“This is unacceptable.” Violet had her arms crossed, her brows lowered in a hard scowl as she glared at Jason.

“Gracie hasn’t been exhibiting many of the behaviors that originally justified the number of hours with Olivia. It makes sense to reduce her hours so Gracie can mainstream with the other kids better,” Jason calmly argued, full principal mode in place. He looked very unprepared for a fuming Violet. I knew he was a petty guy, but to think he’d go as far as to revoke resources for a five-year-old because of, what I assumed was his wounded ego, astounded me.

“What’s going on?” I asked, shoving my hands in my jeans and casually strolling into the conversation. Jason turned to look at me, then rolled his eyes with a heavy sigh.

Fucker.

“Don’t punish Gracie for making progress.” Violet pinched the bridge of her nose. “I can’t believe I have to spell this out for you. Haven’t you worked around kids long enough? What in your pea-sized brain makes you think that removing hours with Olivia from Gracie’s IEP will be helpful?”

“I agree,” Madison tried to chime in after throwing me a helpless look. “Like I said in my email, Gracie’s improved so much in just a couple of months, which means the work she’s doing with Olivia is producing results⁠—”

“So you don’t want Gracie to mainstream with GenEd as much as possible?” Jason interrupted. What a fuckstick. Typical Jason, making shit up to try to prove his own point. This was why Adrian was able to clobber him on the debate team back in high school.

“Don’t twist our words like that. You’re just pissed that I rejected you, multiple times, and you’re taking it out on a disabled five-year-old girl.”

Oh shit.

Jason’s nostrils flared. “Are you implying that I’m⁠—”

“You know exactly what the fuck I’m implying.” Violet stepped forward with fire in her eyes. “Because that’s exactly what’s happening. You’re not the first man who has tried to weaponize Gracie to get me to do what they want, you narcissistic prick.” Violet clenched her fists with her words.

I beg your fucking pardon? My gut turned to stone from Violet’s words, but I had to rein myself in because the situation needed to de-escalate.

“This has nothing to do with⁠—”

“—My foot is about to have something to do with your ass—” Violet marched toward Jason, whose eyes widened while he retreated a step. I finally intervened, grabbing Violet by the arm and pulling her back between Madison and me.

“Hey, let’s try to calm down⁠—”

“Oh, good,” Madison said with heavy sarcasm while pinching the bridge of her nose. At the same moment, Violet started struggling against me even more.

“Screw you!” Violet spat at me. She thrashed against my grip, but she was still trying to charge Jason, so I didn’t let go. “I don’t need your help! I can handle this incel just fine.”

“I know you can handle this incel,” I replied. “But you can’t attack him.” I had no idea what an incel was, but I ignored that and lifted an eyebrow at Jason. He glowered at me before he dropped his gaze to study how my arms banded around Violet’s soft body to hold her back from him.

I was clearly man-handling Violet, but it was worth it so that Jason didn’t end up charging her for assault, because I had a feeling that if Violet did get her hands on him, she would cause real damage.

“I was just discussing with Ms. Thompson that I⁠—”

“Oh, so I’m Ms. Thompson now.” Violet stopped struggling against me to lean her head back against my chest in a dramatic scoff. “If I sucked your dick, would you have found a way to provide more hours for Gracie and Olivia?”

“Language. We’re at school, Vi,” Madison reminded her as she stepped forward. “None of this can happen without district approval. Mr. Miller can’t just snap his fingers and take Olivia’s hours away from Gracie.”

Jason had paled at her words. Perhaps it was the fact that she was willing to actually charge him, but something clicked in his brain that made me think her accusations had merit. He shook his head and said, calmly, “I wasn’t trying to snap my fingers. I wanted to have a rational discussion before the next IEP meeting⁠—”

“Fuck you.” Violet spat on the gravel toward his feet.

I met Madison’s eyes over the top of Violet’s head. The look she gave me made anger sour in my stomach. It was a look of empathy. A look that told me Violet had every right to be as outraged as she was.

My ex-wife had a great intuition, so I trusted her feelings on the matter.

“We should go before your daughter starts worrying,” I told Violet, desperate to pivot the mama bear’s priorities. The last thing Gracie needed was her mama getting in trouble.

Violet stilled in my arms, and her head turned toward the playground where Olivia and Gracie stood at the bottom of the slide, watching the entire thing. Most of the other parents and children had left already because Jason decided to end the school day with this clusterfuck of a “discussion.” Gracie had two fingers in her mouth, her blonde brows drawn down in a glare that I was starting to realize might just be her normal expression.

“You better watch your back,” Violet murmured low toward Jason.

He glared at the warrior woman in my arms. “Is that a threat?”

“If you continue to threaten my child’s right to an accessible education, you fucking bet it is.” Violet shrugged me off, going out of her way to elbow me in the ribs before she marched toward her daughter.

I held my grunt in, as well as a smirk, when I realized this was now the third time Violet had elbowed me in the ribs—the first was months ago during my visit to Orange County, and the second was when she was teasing me at Laurel’s Coffee Shop. Jason, looking petrified, marched back into the building without another word. Madison stepped closer to me as we both watched Violet approach her daughter. She crouched low and opened her arms, and Gracie stood still with Olivia’s hand clutched in her little fingers.

“I’m so sorry.” I could hear Violet lower and soften her voice for her daughter. “Mama isn’t upset with you, honey. I was upset with the principal. But I shouldn’t have gotten so angry. I’m sorry.”

At that, Gracie tentatively stepped toward her mother, releasing Olivia’s hand. As soon as Violet’s arms wrapped around Gracie, the five-year-old visibly relaxed and laid her head on her shoulder. She went so relaxed in Violet’s arms that Violet lost her balance and ended up tumbling back onto her ass, continuing to hold Gracie in her hug.

“Thank you for helping,” Madison murmured at my side.

“Yeah.” I released a heavy sigh as I shoved my hands in my pockets, watching Violet tickle Gracie, attempting get a smile out of her. “Jason’s a real piece of work.”

“And Violet’s right to call him out like that,” Madison added. “But I didn’t want her to get herself into more trouble than he’s worth.”

I nodded. “How did you know she was going to charge him like that?”

Madison released a soft laugh. “I didn’t. All I know is that Violet is a protective mother who isn’t scared of men.” She was right; Violet wasn’t one to be pushed around.

Violet and Gracie sat on the ground, comforting each other. Violet gently tipped her body back and forth, rocking Gracie as she clutched to her mother and rested her cheek on her shoulder. Olivia smiled at the two of them before lifting her gaze to me.

“Hey, Dad?” Olivia asked.

“Yes?”

“Have you taken Violet to the greenhouse yet?”

Madison lit up at the mention of it, whereas Violet asked, “What greenhouse?”

I wasn’t sure if Violet was one to partake, so to be subtle, I asked Olivia, “No. Do you think she’d want to go?”

Violet frowned. “What’s so special about it?”

“She will,” Olivia confirmed. She wouldn’t have said so if she weren’t absolutely positive. I wondered how she knew. Did Violet vape? Take edibles? Use topicals? Either way, I shrugged and finally addressed Violet.

“Want to see the greenhouse, Vi?” I asked her. She glanced at her daughter, who had leaned back and jumped out of her mama’s arms to pull her mom up. Clearly, Gracie was ready to go.

“Uh, sure.” Violet was still very confused, and strangely, it made me want to kiss her. “Would Gracie like it?”

“It’s just going to be you and me,” I explained.

Madison gave Violet her back to widen her eyes and grin mischievously at me. She even lifted her hand to make a crude oral gesture, and I blatantly ignored her. We were still on school grounds, even though it was just us left.

Violet, however, suddenly had a flush of pink staining her cheeks. I held her gaze, obsessed with the way the color looked against her pale skin and blue hair. She was mouthwatering when she blushed.

“Okay…”

“I’ll ride back with my dad,” Olivia announced. “See you later, Mom.”

“Bye, honey.” Madison hugged our daughter in farewell and waved goodbye to me. The four of us walked back to the parking lot, and I waited until Violet and Gracie were secured in Violet’s car before I hopped in the driver’s seat of my truck.

“Promise not to make out in the greenhouse,” Olivia said as soon as I started the engine. “I know I wing-manned you two going there, but don’t go too far.”

I chuckled, “We won’t make out in the greenhouse.”

“Good. It’s a sacred place. It shouldn’t be tarnished.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell her that several Redwoods Springs residents had already tarnished the greenhouse, Laurel and Franklin being two of the main culprits. It took every ounce of willpower in my body not to pour bleach directly into my eyeballs after walking in on them one time years ago.

Pulling up in our driveway, Olivia hopped out of the car and ran toward Gracie, who giggled at Olivia’s excited energy. The two of them ran up the porch steps right when Frank and Laurel stepped out.

“Are you okay hanging out with Gracie and Olivia for a bit?” Violet asked her dad.

“Of course, where are you going?” Frank asked as his gaze suspiciously slid over to me. Heat crawled up my neck from his scrutiny.

“The greenhouse.” Violet used air quotes.

“Oh.” Laurel wiggled her eyebrows at us, which made Violet give me a confused look over her shoulder.

“I’ll have her back within an hour,” I assured Frank.

“Okay…have fun, kids.” Frank waved to both of us before Laurel helped him walk back into the house. Violet hesitated, watching her father disappear behind the front door, before she tentatively approached me.

“… Are you about to murder me?” Violet asked.

“No,” I shook my head and walked back around to the driver’s seat. “Not today, at least.”
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VIOLET

This was the best greenhouse I had ever seen.

Graham drove us a few minutes to the outskirts of town. Hidden in a woodsy part that I wouldn’t expect a lot of people to visit, was a large greenhouse the size of a small warehouse.

I absolutely thought I was going to be murdered and chopped into little pieces, but alas, Graham was right. He had no intention of murdering me today. Instead, he opened the front doors and gestured for me to step inside first.

The smell gave it away before we made it inside. As soon as we pulled up, the aroma of marijuana filled the air in the small clearing where the greenhouse sat. Stepping inside just confirmed my suspicion.

“Oh my.” Lights, humidifiers, and sprinklers ran throughout the massive space. Rows and rows of plants as large as small trees took over. “Is there only weed here?”

“Yup.” Graham cleared his throat and led me down a specific aisle, passing various plants. I loved edibles myself, but I wasn’t well-versed in specific strains. All I knew was that indica was good for relaxing and sleeping, and sativa sent me into a panic if I took too much of it. Near the back, there was another door, leading to a different, less humid section of the greenhouse. This felt more like a shop. There were toaster ovens, small terracotta pots, and a lot of dehydrated leaves organized in large glass mason jars.

“Is this another extension of Moore Farms?” I asked Graham, as he started picking up jars to read the labels.

“Kind of.” Graham found one that had the words “Calm the Hell Down - indica” on it and unscrewed the lid. He then reached below the table and pulled out a small box of papers. Graham took a piece of paper and, with the dexterity and speed of someone who has rolled many joints in his life, rolled one. He lifted the roll to his lips to lick the last edge, sealing it shut.

Then, without hesitation, he held it out to me.

“For free?” I asked, taking the joint from his fingers and studying it. It looked just like the joints my friends in college would roll. I was never that good at it.

“You’re right,” Graham deadpanned. “We might not have enough.” He tipped his head behind us, where the hundreds of marijuana plants were growing in the first section of the greenhouse.

I snorted and held the joint under my nose. It had been way too long since I held one of these. My dad and I had only been taking tinctures and gummies that were kept high and out of Gracie’s reach since she was born.

The switch of a lighter indicated that Graham was ready to assist, so I grinned and eagerly held the joint out for him while I inhaled. I coughed because I needed to relearn how, but oh, it was so worth it. I held the vapors in my lungs for a few seconds before slowly exhaling a cloud to the side, not wanting to blow my hit in Graham’s face.

“This is so nice,” I sighed. Graham had started rolling his own joint and took a hit, resting his butt against the worktable’s edge. He removed his cowboy hat and set it aside. I watched as every muscle in his body relaxed as soon as he inhaled.

“A few years ago—maybe closer to a decade ago,” Graham explained. “Several Redwoods Springs residents were unable to get insurance to approve certain medicinal remedies for things like Parkinson’s, Crohn's Disease, Generalized Anxiety, etc. And while Brandon had no issue footing the bill when insurance wouldn’t, we decided it made more sense to just have a communal greenhouse. That way, residents could all work together to maintain stock and take out as much of the middleman as possible. Thus.” Graham gestured to the space.

“Wow,” I breathed, fiddling with my joint in my fingers. “This is all legal?”

“… Ish,” Graham splayed his fingers, palm down, and tipped his hand side-to-side in a so-so gesture. “Legally, Californians can have up to six plants on ‘their residence,’ or twelve immature plants.”

I blinked at the door that led to the main greenhouse, then stared back at Graham.

“There’s way more than six plants in there.”

“Correct.” Graham smirked, and he blew a smoke ring. “There’s also no one who lives on this property—but at least it’s kept locked and secure in a greenhouse. We got that part down, at least.”

“Okay. So it’s not legal at all.” I laughed. “And you’ve never been caught?”

“We’ve come close.” Graham lifted a shoulder. “Did you know Redwood Springs has its own police department?”

I frowned, “Ew. No.”

“It does—even if it’s just a mostly empty building with a couple of computers, two guys who’ve never fired a weapon, and one police car. It’s a few blocks off Main Street. Whenever someone from out of town tries to cause us trouble, their ‘investigations’ and reports snuff out the complaint pretty easily. That—and…” he gestured to himself. “A lawyer who weaponizes his license to practice in the state of California for good. That makes this greenhouse one of our best-kept secrets.”

“And probably another reason why everyone online says Redwood Springs residents are all wary of outsiders,” I added, remembering my research before moving here.

Graham quirked his lips at that. “No, we’re wary of people who want to profit off of our town. Or build a data center here that’ll destroy the ecosystem. We’re wary of the one percent attempting to play blue-collar by buying up the land from families who’ve lived here for generations. Because that’s what always happens with small communities. They get mowed over in the name of capitalism. Instead, we just want to maintain what good we’ve been able to accomplish since my father passed.”

“Huh…” I thought about it as I inhaled my joint and attempted to blow a smoke ring too, but it just came out as a messy cloud. “That explains why everyone has been so welcoming to me and my family. I was really prepared to be bullied out for whatever reason.”

“Nah.” Graham shook his head. “Don’t give the residents a reason to, and you’ll be fine. Plus, everyone knows you are only here for a year, anyway.”

I gave a noncommittal shrug at that because hopefully we wouldn’t have to move across the state again. California was big enough to be it’s own country. And the more we explored this area, the more I fell in love with it.

Gracie had a very good thing going at school—minus her chucklefuck of a principal. She’s made progress moving to a smaller, slower, peaceful place like Redwood Springs. My dad even had a friend in Laurel. My gut at the beginning of all of this had been right. My family seemed to thrive here. That meant I just needed to find a way to tactfully beg Brandon to let me stay.

But I didn’t want to think about all of that too deeply. Instead, I wanted to get high with my crush.

“Why do you wear that?” I asked him, leaning a hip against the table as I focused on the warmth from the joint.

“The hat?” Graham asked.

“Obviously,” I replied. “You’re a farmer. Not a cowboy.”

“No,” Graham agreed with a smile. “Duncan is the cowboy.”

I stared at him as he took another drag, waiting for him to elaborate.

When he didn’t, I couldn’t help but ask, “Who the hell is Duncan?”

“I’ll introduce you two sometime,” Graham replied. “As for this stupid fucking hat…” he frowned as he lifted the hat in one hand, inspecting it. It looked well-loved. Like it’s been worn for years and years.

“… You don’t sound like you love your hat,” I said. “The hat you willingly choose to wear every day.”

Graham chuckled and narrowed his hazel eyes at me. “What gave it away?”

“Why not just throw it out?” I asked.

His blond eyebrows went up, considering the option. “My dad would hate that, too. But I hope that every time I wear it to work in the fields, the shitbag rolls over in his grave.”

“Jesus,” I laughed mid-inhale and choked again. My brain was starting to feel fuzzy, and I figured that was probably enough for me for now. I twiddled with the joint in my fingers, laughing. “Every word makes less and less sense.” Graham smiled and took another deep pull of his joint. He was already halfway done, and his eyes didn’t look bloodshot or anything. How often did he smoke for his tolerance to be this high?

“My dad spent thousands of dollars on this hat,” Graham explained. “It wasn’t meant to be a workman’s hat. It was designer. Stitched together for someone who wanted to look blue-collar but had never worked a day in his life.”

“I’m sorry.” I held a finger up and pointed at the worn-out hat. “Thousands of dollars?”

“Five thousand, six hundred dollars,” Graham confirmed. “How stupid is that?”

“There are so many other things to spend five grand on.”

“You’re telling me,” he agreed.

“For example, and I’m just spit-balling here, roughly five thousand crusty cowboy hats.”

Graham tipped his head back and laughed at that. His throat and chest flexed with the movement. His eyes were squeezed closed as he leaned forward and tried to compose himself.

“My dad loved this stupid thing.” Graham chuckled. His eyes sparkled as he looked at it. “He asked to be buried with it.”

“No,” I gasped in disbelief.

“Unfortunately, he never made that request part of his official will. So… Graham lifted the hat and gave me a mischievous, boyish look. “Here we are.”

“Brandon didn’t care?” I asked.

“Brandon thought about selling it, but when I put it on to go work in the fields one day, he said he liked my idea better.” Graham set the hat down between us. “Better to use it as a fucking hat than sell it to another pretentious prick.”

“Heaven forbid it got buried with your dad like he wanted.” I quipped. Graham released a heavy sigh, the sigh of a man who was about to be vulnerable. I immediately locked in.

“I don’t know if you’ve picked up on this,” Graham said with a twitch of his lips. “But I didn’t have a great relationship with my father.”

“What?” I gasped. “But you speak so highly of him.” Graham reached forward and plucked my joint out of my hands, resting it on a ceramic dish while he finished off his before elaborating.

“I know, I know.” Graham nodded solemnly with his words. “It’s important to never speak ill of the dead—” he couldn’t even finish his sentence. He broke, laughing at himself. I grinned, absorbing the sound of Graham’s deep laughter with every muscle in my ears. I giggled with him because his laughter was so contagious. Even more so when we were high.

“I never understood that saying,” I pondered after sneaking another drag of my joint, returning it to the ceramic dish. “’Never speak ill of the dead’ sounds like something a shitty person would say, because they’re worried they’ll croak and everyone will look at each other and be like, ‘so they sucked, right?’”

“Exactly.” Graham’s eyes lit up with his agreement. “Why not just, I don’t know, not be a shitty person, so that you don’t have to worry about people speaking ill of you?”

“It’s not hard to be decent.” I giggled. Graham’s eyes lowered to my smile as I did, his own tugging on the corners of his lips. “Like at all.”

“Agreed.” Graham wiped his eyes again; tears of laughter filled them. “Unfortunately, my father was horrible. But he loved this fucking hat.” Graham rolled his eyes. “I tried it on one time as a kid, and—” Graham pressed his lips together and shook his head. “He was just evil. Vicious.” Graham winced at the hat, before lifting his gaze to me. “Sorry, I brought you here to unwind. You probably don’t want to hear about all the abuse Brandon and I went through.”

“I don’t mind.” I reached out and tentatively grabbed the hat, watching Graham’s reaction to see if he’d disapprove. When he didn’t, I held the leather in my hands and examined it as I spoke, “As long as you provide the free weed in this weirdly secret greenhouse, you can trauma dump on me any day.”

“You’d be my therapist in exchange for marijuana?” Graham asked with a smirk. Something softened in his expression as he watched me hold his hat. “That’s it?”

“I never said I’d be a good therapist,” I replied, lifting the hat to let it hover over my head. “What would your dad think about this?”

“About what?” Graham’s eyes flitted from my face to his hat.

“About me wearing his designer hat?” I clarified.

Graham lifted a shoulder. “I think he’d hate it. Put it on.”

I grinned and followed his directions. It smelled like Graham, but also like dirt and sweat and, obviously, weed. It was big for my head. I had to tip it up so that my eyes weren’t covered. When I smiled mischievously at Graham from under the rim, he gave me a thumbs-up in approval.

“Why blue?” Graham asked.

“For my hair?” I asked, playing with the end of my braid.

“Yeah.” Graham studied my hands, playing with my braid with such intensity, I had to remember that we were both high, and that my braid was probably just something for him to focus on. “Why not green? Or dare I say, violet?”

I released a heavy sigh and crossed one ankle over the other, leaving Graham’s silly hat on my head while I thought back.

“I really struggled during postpartum. The first few months with Gracie were very dark. I had just kicked her dad out, I was sleep-deprived, and very mentally ill,” I replied. “Thankfully, my dad moved in and helped out, which probably saved us.” I made a mental note to ask Graham if we could bring anything back for my dad. We had run out of our gummies, which we brought up from Orange County, and weren’t familiar with dispensaries in this area yet. “It wasn’t until Gracie was almost two years old that I started to feel like myself again. Instead of just…a shell of a person.” Graham’s gaze lifted from my hands to my face. “My dad insisted I get out of the apartment and spend a day pampering myself. He’d saved some of his Social Security money to gift me a spa day. Massage, pedicure, manicure, and getting my hair done. The works.”

“Wow,” Graham whispered. “Frank sounds awesome.”

“He is.” I winced as I looked at Graham. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize for having a good parent, Violet,” he said as he shook his head at me.

“Anyway.” I lifted my braid between us, focusing on the black hair tie that kept it all together. “As soon as I sat in the chair, the stylist asked me what I wanted. Another woman was in the salon, just finishing up her session. She had just dyed her bob this stunning bright electric blue, and I pointed to her and said, ‘That.’”

“Did you get the bob, too?” Graham asked.

“No,” I replied. “The stylist convinced me to keep my length. Because I was naturally such a light shade of blonde, she didn’t even bleach my hair first. She just slathered the color on, and I was obsessed. But then at the end, I panicked, because Gracie doesn’t like change.”

Graham crossed his arms over his chest and asked, “How did she react?”

A grin pulled at my lips as I replied, “She loved it. It was the most excitement I had seen from her. That night, she cuddled with me on the couch and played with my hair, twirling and knotting it in her little fingers.”

I still recalled the memory as if it were yesterday. How her two-year-old body felt in my arms. How hot I was, but I refused to get up before she did, because Gracie wasn’t a cuddler. My scalp was sore from her hands tugging at it, but it didn’t matter because my daughter was engaging with me.

“I love that,” Graham murmured.

My heart skipped a beat at his words, but I forced myself to move on from it.

“So, the blue hair has stayed,” I announced, dropping my braid behind my shoulder. I traced the rim of his hat on my head and gave him an eyebrow wiggle. “I’ve been responsible with what brands of dye I use to maintain it, and my hair hasn’t fallen out or gotten too damaged. I’m going to keep it blue for as long as I can.”

“Is your natural color like Gracie’s?” Graham asked.

“Yup.” I nodded. “It used to be curlier before I started dying it regularly. But yeah, we’re blondes…why? Are you trying to picture me with a normal hair color?”

“No.” Graham shook his head. “I was just curious. I can’t picture you without blue hair, actually.”

“Well, now I want to dye it pink,” I teased. “Out of spite.”

“You’ll probably pull that color off just as well.” Graham stepped toward me as he spoke, and the heat of his body wafted toward us. The weed definitely didn’t help. My heart was thudding in my chest. Could Graham see what he did to me? How easily his proximity affected me? How horny did I look while high? My eyes were drier, heavier, and it took focus for me to tip my head back enough to maintain eye contact without his head bumping into the rim of the hat.

Graham rested each of his hands on either side of the table I was leaning against. His eyes were hooded, barely pink. He wasn’t nearly as affected by the marijuana as I was.

“How do you feel?” Graham asked in a low tone.

“Good,” I whispered. “Better.”

“Not ready to commit homicide?” Graham asked. I blinked in confusion before he smirked and explained, “Can Jason sleep peacefully tonight?” I frowned or pouted. I couldn’t quite tell what my face was doing at this point. Goddamn, I needed to rebuild my tolerance. This was embarrassing.

“I guess,” I replied.

Graham chuckled. “Good.” He lingered in front of me. We weren’t touching, but I felt smothered by him all the same. His massive shoulders shielded the exit to the greenhouse from my view. Each of his arms bracketed my sides, but we didn’t come in contact. I wasn’t threatened by Graham or his size or his proximity. I felt…secure.

Safe.

I wanted to be more in his space. I wanted that contact between us.

But I was high, and so was he, technically.

“How much longer before you can drive?” I asked him.

His eyes flickered with disappointment; then he blinked it away and shrugged. “Maybe five or ten more minutes.”

“Do you smoke weed, like, all the time?” I asked him.

Oh my god. That was the earthy woodsy smell I picked up from him. It was his natural musk, his body wash, dirt from the fields, and marijuana. How did I not clock it before now?

This man was perfect for me, and he probably didn’t even know it.

“Usually just once a day,” Graham confirmed as his eyes danced all over my face. “In the morning to help me start my day, and then maybe again at night to help me end it.”

“That’s the life.” I grinned up at him, my heart begging to race out of my ribcage. As if desperate to be closer to him. “I’m probably going to be high for at least an hour. Maybe two. I don’t know. I’m pretty stoned.” I emphasized my point with an embarrassed giggle I couldn’t contain.

Graham’s gaze dropped to my mouth, which I covered with my hand because the giggles were happening. His smile widened, showing off his white, imperfectly lined teeth. They were mostly straight with a little imperfection in the front two. Pushing inward a little more with the others, but not enough to create an underbite. I locked on his grin, lost in the handsomeness of his bearded face, smiling at me.

“You good?” Graham asked with a chuckle.

“Yeah,” I replied, still staring at his mouth. “You have nice teeth.”

“Did you just lick your lips while staring at my teeth?” Graham asked with another laugh.

“My mouth is a little dry,” I argued, lifting my gaze from his mouth to his hazel eyes. God dammit, Graham was too handsome. I wanted to climb him. Would he let me? Probably not. He tolerated me at best. But he took my dad to the ER. He watched Encanto with my family. “Are we friends now?” I asked him, full of hope.

Graham quirked his lips to the side, his gaze locking on mine in that intense way that made butterflies erupt in my stomach.

“Do you want to be friends?” Graham asked, but his tone changed. Like he was speaking around a lump.

“Yeah.” I nodded, which reminded me that I was still wearing his stupid cowboy hat. “I do. I think we’re perfect for each other.” It was as honest as I was going to get. Graham’s eyebrows twitched with my words, but it took me too long to understand the implication of my words. I widened my eyes in embarrassment and tried to save the moment by saying, “Our friendship would be good for each other, I mean.” When Graham still didn’t say anything, staring at me with curiosity, I added, “It’s important to note that I am very high and my mouth just says stuff sometimes.”

Graham snorted at me, which made hope bloom in my chest that I didn’t make things too weird between us just now.

“You’re fun when you’re high.” Graham leaned back as he said it. It took every muscle in my body to look relaxed and fun as he separated himself from me, and to not pout and whimper from the loss of his nearness.

“I’m actually fun all the time.” I stood from the table and popped a hip out, teasing the rim of his cowboy hat again. “It’s not a secret to fun people.”

“Touche,” Graham replied.

I loved that he knew what I was referencing. Did he think about that night on my back porch as often as I did? I hoped so. I hoped I wasn’t the only one painfully aware of our chemistry. That this wasn’t all in my head.

Though being high, the heat of this moment was most likely all in my head.

“C’mon.” Graham pointed to the jars of marijuana behind me. “Let’s grab some for your dad, too.”
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Chapter Sixteen
VIOLET



A couple of weeks later, I was ditching work to attend Gracie’s first field trip. I was one of two parent chaperones. One of them was Riley’s mom, who was visiting from San Francisco and asked at the last minute to join.

She was a suit woman. Pressed blouse and slacks, sleek bob that made me wish I could pull one off. After introducing myself, I learned that she was an environmental lawyer. Not at all what I would have assumed based on her appearance. I would have assumed her work was more along the lines of hedge funds. Or trusts.

But nope. Riley’s mom, Kelsey, was cool as hell.

How Parker ever convinced her to sleep with him, I’ll have no idea.

Once we all got on the bus and arrived at a nearby ranch, we didn’t get to talk to each other that much. We were busy helping our kids, as well as other kids, to help Mrs. Chase and Olivia out. Keeping all the kids contained in the school yard or classroom was relatively easy. The open fields and pens of a ranch? Much more stressful.

“I texted Graham to see if he could help chaperone,” Mrs. Chase assured Kelsey and me once we got all the kids seated in a barn. “He’s on his way.” My heart galloped in my chest. I was disappointed to not work side-by-side with Graham today, but the fact that I’d still get to see his handsome face and hopefully get a good sniff of him made my day that much better.

“Is that allowed?” I asked. “Can a random man just join a class on a field trip?”

“Graham is a registered volunteer with the school,” Madison explained. “He’s fingerprinted and gets his background check every year. Technically, he’s more qualified than you and Kelsey.” She bent down to help a kid tie his shoes, glancing up at me to ask, “Why? Should he not come?”

“No, no.” I shook my head, squeezing Gracie’s hand in mine when she made a nervous noise at the sight of a massive horse being walked into the barn. “I just didn’t know that he did that.”

“Yeah.” Mrs. Chase grinned and patted the little boy on the foot. “Go sit in your spot, okay?” He listened, running off to sit next to his friends as a man, similar in age to Mrs. Chase and me, led the horse to the center of the barn. He was handsome, with short dark hair that was shaved on one side of his head. He wore a backwards baseball cap and cowboy boots, waving enthusiastically at all the kids, who were sitting on bleacher-style seating, so that everyone could get a good look.

I followed Mrs. Chase to the end of the first row, letting Gracie hop up onto my lap while the man cleared his throat and waved at us.

“Hello, everyone!” he greeted.

“Hello, Mr. Duncan!” all the verbal kids replied enthusiastically.

Ah. The cowboy Graham had mentioned.

“I’m so excited that you all came to Redwood Haven Ranch! Today, I want to introduce you to Josie…”

I leaned over to Mrs. Chase to whisper, “Can I say something mildly inappropriate?”

She snickered before leaning toward me in return and whispering, “Let the record state that I encouraged you not to.”

“Okay,” I replied, hesitating before going for it. “There’s a lot more handsome men in this town than I expected there to be.”

Mrs. Chase covered her mouth to hide her giggle, earning a curious look from Olivia a few seats away.

“I’m going to tell my wife you said that.” Mrs. Chase replied.

“Why?”

“Because Duncan is her brother,” she explained. I laughed at that, earning a curious look from Mr. Duncan himself. He then looked toward the entrance of the barn and winked. I followed his line of sight, and the sight of Graham quietly sneaking in sent my heart galloping. As it always did.

He whispered hellos to Mrs. Chase and me before taking an empty seat behind us.

Mrs. Chase leaned back and whispered to Graham, “Violet thinks Duncan is handsome.”

“Girl!” I whipped my head toward her in shock, laughing at her immediate betrayal.

“Does she?” Graham didn’t sound happy about it. He leaned forward to whisper in my ear. The heat of his breath ghosted over my neck, making goosebumps erupt over my skin. “What if I told you he shit himself in English class freshman year?”

“Graham!” Mrs. Chase scolded her ex-husband loudly enough for Mr. Duncan to clear his throat loudly.

“As I was saying…” Mr. Duncan continued, but with an easy-going smile on his face. He pointed to a kid who had his hand raised and took his question.

“Who hasn’t shat their pants at least once in their life?” I countered, leaning back to whisper to Graham. As I leaned back, I realized his large legs bracketed me. His feet were resting on the seat I was sitting on, on either side of Gracie and me. He had no choice. The bleacher-style seating wasn’t conducive to someone of Graham’s size. I was between Graham’s legs. The realization made me pause before I finished my thought, “It happens to the best of us.”

Graham chuckled and tugged on my braid once.

It was undeniably flirty. My blush flooded my cheeks and chest before I could pretend to try to fight it.

Graham seemed to be getting more and more comfortable around me as time marched on. He was over at our house every other day, at least. My dad was now able to walk around while wearing a boot, as long as he didn’t get too crazy with it. But while my dad was basically couch-ridden, Graham started cooking meals for us. He took one look at our fridge one evening, shook his head, and wordlessly stomped over to his house.

While my dad and I hypothesized what could have offended Graham so easily, Graham returned with armfuls of reusable grocery bags. Vegetables. Fresh meats. Fruits. Spices. He basically took his stock and filled our fridge with it instead.

He had been cooking for us consistently, and Graham was a phenomenal cook. Sometimes I’d pretend to offer to help, but the reality was that Graham taking over dinner responsibility gave me more time to play with Gracie or work at my desk in my office. It also meant we didn’t order takeout from Jason’s diner nearly as often.

Since that moment, mine and Graham’s friendly ribbing had definitely picked up a bit over the last few weeks; the memory of Graham entering my bedroom yesterday immediately filled my mind.

I was at my desk, working on my presentation for my trip back to Orange County in a few weeks. I was being a little extra about it, adding photos I had taken of Kenny and the guys operating the machinery for the first time, while also including a couple of silly selfies—for the sake of keeping my colleagues engaged with what I was saying.

Graham had knocked on my doorframe and poked his head in.

I was at my desk, facing the wall that divided my bedroom from the kitchen, right next to the door. Graham had asked me something, and I responded with a non-committal “uh-huh,” not really paying attention to him.

I guess he had tried to get my attention several times, because the feel of his hand suddenly cupping my chin made me jump in my seat. Carefully and gently, he used his index finger and thumb to turn my face to look up at him. I must have looked like a deer in the headlights, because I swore I saw him bite down a laugh at my expression.

“Eyes on me,” he said. “Are chicken thighs and salad okay for dinner tonight?”

“Y-yeah,” I blinked. “But Gracie⁠—”

“I have her nuggets in the oven,” Graham interrupted, dropping his hold on my face. He pressed his lips together, lingering in the doorway for just a moment before disappearing back into my kitchen.

I could still feel his hand on my face this morning.

Sitting casually bracketed between his legs while some guy taught five-year-olds about horses was consuming every ounce of my awareness.

“Does anyone want to come up and try petting Josie girl here?” Duncan suggested. So many hands were raised, but unsurprisingly, my daughter just watched as a few other kids went up and used the brush Duncan gave them to pet Josie the horse.

I felt, more than heard, Graham leaning closer to me again. “You want to go pet the horse, don’t you?”

“Obviously I want to go pet the horse,” I turned to whisper back to him. But Graham didn’t pull away. Our faces were so close that our noses almost brushed against each other, “But I’m a chaperone, not a student.”

“You can go pet the horse if you want, Vi,” Mrs. Chase suggested, seemingly unfazed by how her ex-husband and I were sitting. “I can watch Gracie.”

“No, no.” I shook my head and leaned forward, pulling myself out of Graham’s unintentional horny hypnosis. “I’ll be okay.”
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“Psst.”

All the kids were sitting at picnic tables and eating their sack lunches. Gracie was picking at her banana, giggling at Olivia making silly voices during a storybook she brought to read to the kids. Gracie, Riley, and two other kids all sat together, enthralled with the storybook.

“Psst,” I heard again. I turned around to see Graham and Duncan over on the side of the barn, subtly gesturing to me to come over.

“Go,” Mrs. Chase encouraged as she walked by. “I’ll sit with Gracie.”

“Okay…” I tentatively stood up from the picnic table and walked over to Duncan and Graham. They were similar in height, but Graham was wider than Duncan. A thicker build.

“Violet,” Graham gestured between Duncan and me. “This is my friend Duncan Chase. Mrs. Chase’s brother-in-law.”

“Hi.” I shook Duncan’s hand when he offered it, feeling the callouses that reminded me so much of Graham’s hands. “Nice to formally meet you.”

“You, too.” Duncan pulled his hand back quickly. “I hear you want to pet a horse.”

“Oh my god.” I rolled my eyes and gave Graham an irritated look. “I said I was fine.”

“I know.” Graham tipped his head back, indicating that I should follow the two of them anyway. “This will only take a second.”

I released a heavy sigh and followed the two of them. My Doc Martens did not do well in all this dirt. Paved roads were a rarity in Redwood Springs, even more so on farms and ranches. But alas, my Docs are cute, so I keep wearing them regardless of all the dirt I need to pick out of the chunky soles every day.

Josie, a Camarillo White Horse, was only one of twenty of her breed in existence. Duncan saved her from a malicious breeder, who didn’t give her the exercise and maintenance a horse like her required to live. Duncan allowed her to grow old in peace on his ranch.

The ranch contained mostly horses, cows, and goats. There were two pigs and a few chicken coops. All animals were rescued, and he hosted field trips from elementary schools across the area year-round.

“She’s beautiful.” I admired Josie as Duncan took the reins and waved me forward.

“She is,” Duncan agreed, resting his head against Josie’s snout. “She’s my favorite.”

“Go on.” Graham nudged me with his fingertips, pressing into my back. I almost smacked him. My nervous system couldn’t contain this much physical contact from Graham in such a short amount of time.

Taking the brush from Duncan’s hand, I started gently brushing back Josie’s coat. I slowly and hesitantly used my other hand to feel her mane while Duncan fed her some carrots to keep her relaxed.

“This is so cool.” I looked over my shoulder and grinned at Graham. “I’m petting a horse.”

“You are,” Graham agreed. “Want a picture to show your dad?”

“Absolutely.” I turned, posing more intentionally with Josie while I gave Graham the biggest smile I could.

“Got it.” Graham lowered his phone to swipe through the pictures. “I took several for you to pick.”

“Thanks.” I turned back to Josie and leaned toward her head. “Thank you for letting me pet you, too.” When I lowered my gaze, I saw a couple of large horseshoes set off to the side near the doorway of the barn, and pointed at them. “Wait, do the horseshoe thing Brandon was telling me about!”

The two men followed my line of sight, and Duncan grinned.

“Oh, yeah.” Duncan nodded enthusiastically as he fed Josie one last carrot from his palm. “You gotta show her.”

“Now?” Graham asked, embarrassment staining his cheeks.

“Yes,” I begged, clasping my fingers together. “Real quick. Before lunch is over.”

Graham released a heavy sigh as he stomped toward the pile of horseshoes. He picked one up and lifted it for Duncan to approve.

“I need to record it this time,” Duncan said as he pulled his phone out of the back pocket of his jeans. “I’m always gob smacked whenever he does this, and I need evidence for when I tell other people about it.”

“Who?” Graham challenged. “Who are you telling about this?”

“People,” Duncan argued with a lift of a shoulder.

“I know all the people you know.” Graham laughed. “Everyone has already seen this.”

“I still haven’t,” I reminded him. I followed Duncan’s lead and pulled my own phone out. “But now I’m convinced that I need to record this, too.”

“It’s not that cool,” Graham insisted, sighing as he leaned against the side of the barn. It did not escape my notice that Graham picked the thickest one. “You’re going to be underwhelmed.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.” I lifted an eyebrow when he carefully tossed the horseshoe in the air once, palming it with one of his hands while shoving his free one in the pocket of his jeans. “Proceed,” I instructed him.

Graham gave me a nervous look, an adorably nervous look, before he turned his eyes toward the horseshoe in his hand and started to squeeze his thick fingers around it.

He squeezed.

And squeezed.

His one hand tightened around the metal, his fingers and thumb curling inward until the U-shape of the shoe started to bend.

My eyes bulged in disbelief.

Graham was warping a horseshoe with one hand, just by his grip.

“Oh my god.” I wasn’t sure if he heard me, but once the horseshoe was bent so much so that the two ends were crossing over each other like an X, he stopped and held the damaged horseshoe out to me, and I eagerly pocketed my phone and stepped forward. Snatching the disfigured metal out of his palm, I was desperate to see if what I just witnessed was real life.

It was. I even tried bending it back, but I couldn’t.

“Jesus Christ,” Duncan cursed, lowering his phone.

“I told you.” Graham scratched his head as he watched me turn the ruined horseshoe over in my hands, looking for weak spots. “Underwhelmed.”

“I wouldn’t call myself underwhelmed, Graham,” I replied, my eyes glued to the horseshoe in my hands.

“Really?” he asked. The disbelief in his tone made me look up at him.

“I’d go with wet.” I raised an eyebrow before adding, “Damp. Half-mast. Etcetera.”

Duncan tipped his head back, let out a deep cackle, and said, “There are children present, Violet.”

Graham, however, just swallowed. His cheeks above his blond beard became stained with a dark pink. He wore his hat, but his hair was tied back in a low pony, and I could see pink touch his ears as well.

I loved making Graham Moore blush.

“Can I keep this?” I asked the men.

“That’s super useless to me now,” Duncan shrugged with his response, leading Josie back into the barn to her stable.

“What are you going to do with it?” Graham asked.

“Toss it to my dad before making him watch the video,” I replied. “I’m so glad I recorded this. This is insane, Graham.”

Graham cleared his throat and rolled his eyes. He tipped his head toward the other side of the barn, where all the kids were still eating lunch.

“Get out of here, weirdo.” Graham was fighting a smirk with his words, which made me beam. Every day, Graham and I were getting along better and better, understanding each other. Teasing. I was like a dog desperate for treats. Every time Graham tossed me a hint of playful banter, I was on my hind legs with my tongue out, ecstatic.

“Yes, sir.” I saluted him, keeping my gaze on him as I walked past to join the kids. Right when I faced forward, I quickly looked over my shoulder. I caught Graham lifting his gaze from my ass, turning around quickly to follow Duncan into the barn with the horses.

Instead of pointing at him and saying, “Gotchya!” I continued forward, pretending I didn’t just catch him staring at my ass. Sure, I just told Graham that he made my panties wet, but he knew I was just teasing him to make him blush and flustered.

I assumed, anyway.

Our relationship was definitely not workplace-appropriate, but how realistic was it for us to maintain a strictly professional relationship while also being neighbors? With him cooking dinner for my family and me more nights than not? With his daughter and ex-wife so involved in my daughter’s everyday life? I was grateful that Graham didn’t immediately call his brother to have me fired for pushing his buttons, but perhaps I needed to rein it in.

Perhaps saying that Graham’s grip strength just made me wet may be considered crossing a line.

But we weren’t at work. We were on a field trip.

…Which was arguably much worse.

“Get it together, Vi,” I muttered to myself as I sat back down at the picnic table.

“What was that?” Mrs. Chase asked me.

“Nothing.” I grabbed my water bottle and took a few large gulps, focusing on my daughter and the way she beamed up at Olivia. How engaged she was when Olivia was being silly, telling stories. How other kids, similar to Gracie, were just as engaged.

My daughter was loving life in Redwood Springs. Taking her away from this intimate community in a few months would for sure set her back. If I were serious about putting roots down in this place, I probably needed to back off from Graham. He was a Redwood Springs golden boy, it seemed. Messing with him too much could be detrimental to my family’s plans.

With newfound resolve, I was once again determined to pull back. Every time I had told myself this, I ended up failing. I’d behave for a few weeks and then cross over the line again. I couldn’t keep spinning in this circle. It wasn’t sustainable.

I needed to treat Graham more like a respectable coworker and less like a man I had massive, inappropriate feelings for.
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Chapter Seventeen
GRAHAM



Violet had been weird around me ever since I bent the horseshoe for her, and I hated it.

I had been replaying what happened at Duncan’s ranch repeatedly. Duncan and I even told the guys in the studio how it went, and Duncan was confident that my feelings for Violet were reciprocated. The guys were hyped that I literally flexed like that in front of her. They all agreed that, based on Violet blatantly saying she was “wet, damp, half-mast, etcetera,” that she and I were moving in the direction I hoped for.

So if that was the case, why was Violet being distant now? Whenever I cooked for her and her family, she’d just…hide in her office. I wasn’t sure what all she had to do for the scope of her job, but I was surprised it required so much extra time at her desk. Part of me wanted to call Brandon and tell him to lighten up on Violet so she could hang out with me—us—more.

It was a Sunday, and I was getting ready to mow the large grass lawn in the center of our cul-de-sac, pondering how I accidentally blew any chance with Violet, when I felt a presence behind me.

I looked over my shoulder, then glanced down to find the culprit.

Gracie stood there on the edge of the lawn, with two fingers in her mouth, glaring at me.

“Uh, hi.” I waved at her and glanced around. Her grandpa and Violet weren’t anywhere to be seen. Their front door was left partially open, though. I had a feeling the little girl snuck out without her adults knowing.

Gracie’s glare dropped to my mower, which I hadn’t started yet, and I wondered what to do. Did I just…take her back inside?

That was the least fun option for a kid.

“Want to go for a ride?” I asked Gracie. She made that deep humming sound she always did. Her eyes widened, and her lips were twitching, as if she were trying to smile while still humming.

Stim. Olivia said that those repetitive movements and sounds Gracie made are a form of stimming. To regulate her nervous system.

“Alright.” I waved Gracie over. “C’mon.”

She stopped humming to pull her lips back, showing off her little white, gapped teeth with an excited smile. She ran over to me and let her eyes dart around the lawnmower expectantly.

“Okay.” I ensured the keys weren’t in the ignition yet and that the mower wouldn’t start before turning to face her. “I’m going to pick you up, okay?” What was I trying to do? Prime. I was priming Gracie for what I needed to do to take her on a ride. So she wouldn’t get nervous when I reached for her.

After prepping her, Gracie kept her eyes on the green mower but reached one hand up for me to grab her. The other held her iPad tightly.

Smart kid, I thought to myself.

Gracie may not speak, but she clearly understood what I was saying.

I put my hands under her arms and lifted her onto my side, then stepped up onto the mower and took a seat.

“Alright, Gracie,” I started. “I’m going to turn the mower on, but it’s going to be very loud.” I reached over and showed her the noise-canceling headphones I usually kept on the mower for myself. With her stabilized on my thigh, I adjusted the sizing to fit her smaller head. “You need to wear these.”

Gracie immediately flinched away from the headphones in my hand. She even went out of her way to push them away.

“I hear you,” I told her. “But we’ll go slow, okay? It’ll be too loud without them on.” I explained. I tried again, but Gracie made a high-pitched squeal of annoyance and pushed the headphones away again. She then looked up at me with a pouty lip, and my heart shattered into a million pieces.

Gracie started to fidget in my lap, and part of me panicked, thinking this was all a horrible idea. Maybe I should have just taken her back to the house to her adults. Maybe I was being a dumbass by inviting her on a ride on the mower.

I quickly tried to think of how I watched Olivia help Gracie follow directions.

“Okay, okay.” I adjusted Gracie on my lap again, keeping a firm grip on her side so she wouldn’t wiggle off my lap. “First, you need to wear the headphones, then we can go for a ride on the mower.”

That sentence from me felt wrong. Like it was too much. Gracie grunted in annoyance and lifted her little leg to kick the headphones away from her.

“First, headphones.” I lifted the headphones out of her reach. “Then, ride.”

She twisted away, digging her little hands into my arm that held her steady, but I tried again.

“First, headphones.” I lifted them again so she could see. “Then, ride.”

Gracie released a heavy sigh, and it took everything in me not to chuckle at the attitude this five-year-old was giving me.

She reached her hand out, and I let her explore the headphones herself.

Her little hands traced the shape of the padding and the arch of the headset.

“Here, let me show you,” I muttered, reaching up to slide the headphones on myself with one hand. Her eyes were glued to what I was doing, and a distrustful pinch formed in her brow when I took them off and gestured toward her again.

She still pushed them away.

“Oh, wait.” I put the headphones on my own head again, and then reached behind me in a storage box built into the mower, grinning when I found a spare set of noise-canceling headphones. “These ones are newer; you might like them better.”

While keeping my own headphones on, I showed her the new set.

She glared at me, but barely protested when I slowly, slowly reached for her to slide them over her head.

As soon as they covered both of her ears, she panicked and pushed them off her head.

“Hey, that was pretty good!” I tried to be as encouraging as possible. “Good job!” I gave her a high-five, and I could see the little kid’s brain working. She was confused as to why she was receiving praise but took the praise regardless.

“Let’s try again, ready?” I gently slid the headphones on again, and she glared at me, but held them on for a couple of moments longer before sliding them off.

“Okay, one more time.” I gave Gracie a couple of seconds to take a break before sliding them on again. Before she could slide them off, I inserted the key into the ignition and started the mower. The roar of the engine made her eyes go wide again, before her legs started shimmying in excitement.

I waited to move until I saw her instinctively reach up to push the headphones off again, letting her experience just how loud the mower was.

She was startled and hardly fought me when I slid them back on.

When she lifted her hand, I hesitated to start driving, but she didn’t slide them off again. Instead, she fidgeted with one side, exposing her ear to the roar of the engine, before letting the headphone shield her ear from the noise. Her little eyebrows were pinched in concentration, and it wasn’t until I saw her lift the headphones two more times that I realized what she was doing.

She was experimenting with the sound. Debating whether it was worth it to hear the loud engine or tolerate the feeling of the headphones on her head.

Eventually, I asked her, “Are you ready?” Keeping her headphones on her head, Gracie dropped her hands and shook happily on my thigh, so I took that as my cue to get going.

As soon as the mower started to move, Gracie clutched her iPad to her chest with one arm and fisted the fabric of my shirt with her other. I leaned down to check on her, and her wide eyes were paired with a nervous but very excited smile. I could hear her cackle with joy every once in a while, like when we would take a turn.

I was going very slowly, not that this mower could gain a lot of speed, but I didn’t want to accidentally startle her when she was having a good time. After five minutes of going in large circles with her, I found myself grinning, glad I could bring a little excitement and adventure to this little girl’s life.

When we finished another loop and made it back toward our houses, Frank was standing at the edge of the gravel driveway, looking perfectly capable of standing on his booted foot, grinning and waving happily.

“Go, Gracie!” he shouted as we passed by. She was giggling and wiggling her arms in excitement as we passed him, thrilled that the ride wasn’t over and that we were making another loop. It was difficult to keep her held on to my thigh because of how much she was wiggling, but I wanted her to be able to stiffen her arms or shake her legs as much as possible to help her manage her emotions during this experience.

When we made it a second time toward the front of our houses, Violet was there.

And she did not look happy.

Her beautiful green eyes were wide, but her eyebrows were furrowed, and her frown was very prominent. She had her arms crossed with one of her hips popped out to the side, waiting for our approach.

She was clearly very upset with me.

But Gracie was giggling, and Frank was clapping and cheering us on.

Knowing that, even though Violet obviously expected us to come to a stop, I ignored her glare and took Gracie on one more lap. Just for shits.

Violet uncrossed her arms and balled her hands into fists, but her father placed his hand on her shoulder and held her back before she could march after us. He started speaking low to Violet, who turned to look at her dad.

Fuck.

“Good job, Gracie!” I encouraged the little girl, who didn’t seem to notice her mom’s anger yet. By the time we made it back around, Violet’s expression was schooled, more encouraging, and her gaze never left her daughter. Gracie waited until we came to a stop, and I turned the ignition off, before she ripped her noise-canceling headphones off her head and jumped off my lap.

“Did you have so much fun, big girl?” Violet asked her daughter, smiling widely and holding her arms out. Gracie smiled and giggled in response, now standing on the grass, stiffening her arms, flapping her hands, and letting all her excited energy out.

“Should we call you Farmer Gracie?” Frank asked, holding his palm out for Gracie to high-five. Violet bent and scooped Gracie up in her arms, giving her a large hug that Gracie reciprocated by leaning into her mama.

“Good job being so brave and trying something new,” Violet encouraged her daughter, and I physically relaxed. Violet probably wasn’t that upset with me anymore, so I stepped off the mower myself, pocketing the keys.

“Let’s go inside and watch a movie,” Grandpa Frank suggested, holding his hand out for his granddaughter. Gracie turned back to look at me and gave me a big smile before letting her grandpa take her hand and walk up the porch steps.

Violet was smiling and giving Gracie two thumbs up, her back to me, right until her dad entered the house and closed the door behind him and his granddaughter.

Then Violet turned right around and punched me in the arm.

“Hey!” I flinched back and rubbed the spot she just assaulted.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Violet muttered low, her eyes wide with anger again.

This woman was giving me whiplash.

“What’s your problem?” I asked her, shaking my arm out.

“My problem…” Violet jutted a finger toward me, making me back away from her a couple of steps. “Is that you just took my daughter on a joy ride on a machine that has several blades sharp enough to remove a finger—or limb—or worse.”

My face blanched at her words. “Violet—I know I should have probably asked⁠—”

“Obviously,” Violet seethed.

I continued, “—but you and Frank weren’t around, and I was going to cut the grass anyway. She was perfectly safe with me⁠—”

“You don’t get to be the judge of what’s safe for Gracie or not.” Violet growled and scraped her nails into her blue hair. “You don’t understand how Gracie’s brain works.”

“I—I⁠—”

“What’s going to happen when she wants to go again? When she wakes up at four am tomorrow morning, and the first thing she asks for is another ride on your mower? What’s going to happen when we have to tell her no, and she tries to sneak onto your mower anyway when adults aren’t watching, because she’s hyperfixated?”

My stomach churned, and I realized in that moment, as I followed Violet’s train of thought and pictured all the horrible accidents that could happen should Gracie try to find the mower by herself, that I fucked up.

“You’re right—” Those words from me made Violet startle. She was getting ready to rip into me again, but instead, she snapped her mouth closed. “You’re right, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have taken Gracie on the mower without asking you first. I didn’t think about the long-term consequences. I’m sorry.”

Violet huffed and crossed her arms over her chest.

I reached into my pocket and dug out the keys, dangling them on my finger for her to see. “These are the keys to the mower. Without these, it won’t turn on. The blades can’t lower and activate. I store the mower in the shed, which I also lock every night. So even on the off chance that Gracie picks the lock and makes her way into the shed, the blades will be retracted into the machine where it’s parked. The risk of her hurting herself isn’t zero, but it’s as low as it could be.”

Violet frowned at me as she glared daggers at the keys hanging on my finger.

It was as if she were trying to incinerate them with her green eyes alone.

“I’m really sorry, Vi.” I exhaled my apology. Guilt heavy on my shoulders. “I used to take Olivia out with me like that all the time. I thought I was doing something fun for Gracie. But I crossed boundaries. It won’t happen again.”

Violet’s brow started to smooth. I watched as she closed her eyes and did her best to compose herself in that moment. Her nostrils in her pert little nose flared with her breath.

“I’m sorry I got so heated,” Violet muttered behind her closed eyelids.

“You don’t need to apologize for being protective. You understand your daughter better than anyone ever will,” I replied.

She opened her eyes at that, quirking her lips to the side.

“Rude,” Violet said.

She lost me.

“What?”

“I was so ready to be a huge asshole to you for at least a week, and you just…” she waved her hand toward my chest. “Apologized immediately? Took accountability? What the fuck was that?”

I grinned at her and asked, “Would you prefer I gaslight you a little? Twist it around to shift the blame back on you?”

She playfully shoved me but then glanced at my bicep and winced.

“Sorry for punching you,” she muttered.

“You’re forgiven,” I replied. “Anyway, I need to actually cut the grass now.”

Violet glanced behind me at the mower, then pouted. “Are you busy tonight?”

My heart skipped a beat in my chest. I felt like a teenager in high school again, holding my breath to see if my crush was about to ask me out.

“No,” I tried to sound casual, but I had a feeling my eagerness crept into my tone, “Why? What’s up?”

“I need to work late,” Violet added. “My team isn’t available until dinner time.”

“I can handle dinner,” I replied. I loved cooking for Violet, Frank, and Gracie. Frank was doing better every day on his foot, but standing for long periods of time with it made him sore. By cooking for them, Frank was able to play with Gracie while Violet got more work done. It was such a simple thing that made a big difference in their family.

Me? I cooked for myself every night anyway. I might as well double the recipes I made and share them with my neighbors.

Madison accused me of trying to get to Violet’s heart through her stomach, and I couldn’t find it within myself to disagree with her. It would work on me, anyway.

“Thank you.” Violet crossed her arms, gripping her biceps, a reaction to the chill breeze that brushed through our clearing. “I feel bad for yelling at you and then immediately asking you about dinner, but⁠—”

“I love cooking for you guys,” I assured her. “Lasagna? With Mac n Cheese for Gracie, of course.”

“Yeah.” Violet released her grip on her biceps to scrape her hands over her face with exhaustion. “What I would do to get that girl to eat any vegetable.”

I perked up. “Have you tried sneaking veggies into her mac n cheese?”

Violet parted her fingers to look at me through them. “What?”

“When Olivia was little, Madison and I would blend orange vegetables—carrots, squash, pumpkin, chickpea, etc—into her mac n cheese. We started with small amounts, so the flavor wouldn’t be compromised, and worked our way up until we could get a whole carrot in her bowl,” I explained.

Violet’s eyes widened. “You think we can trick Gracie with that method?”

“I think it doesn’t hurt to try,” I replied.

“Okay,” Violet agreed. “Let’s try that tonight. Want me to help?”

“Nah.” I waved her off. “Focus on your work, I’ll try it out and either it’ll work or it won’t.”

Violet’s shoulders dropped, as if the weight of trying to get her daughter to eat vegetables was lifted off her. I realized, in that moment, that this was what I wanted to do. I wanted Violet, obviously, the way any man would. But I also wanted all of her. I wanted to help her carry the weight of being a single parent and sole-income provider. I wanted to start my day with her at work and end my day with her. I wanted to make her dinner, go to work with her, and bicker with her.

I wanted to be her partner, if she’d have me.

Obviously, I wanted her physically too. But if all Violet was willing to offer was this, allowing me to see the result of my taking some of the weight off of her shoulders, I’d take it.
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Chapter Eighteen
VIOLET



Graham got Gracie to eat a teaspoon of carrots.

I leaned in my desk chair enough to peek into the dining room from my bedroom, watching Gracie sniff and study the bowl of Mac n Cheese Graham presented to her. Next to her, eating their own meals, Graham and my dad ignored her. Acting perfectly normal. As if nothing was amiss.

But Gracie was smart, and as she pressed her lips together and lifted the spoon of Mac n Cheese toward her nose, I held my breath. When she took her first bite and hummed happily, I almost wailed with joy. She ended up clearing the whole bowl, as if there wasn’t a tiny bit of pureed carrot in it.

I could hardly focus on my work after that. I managed to eat the plate of food Graham brought me, but my mind was reeling. Graham got Gracie to consume part of a vegetable. My dad was able to let himself heal as much as possible because Graham took over dinner for us.

When I finally logged out of my computer for the night, I wasn’t too surprised to see that Gracie and my dad had already gone to bed.

I washed my dishes in the sink, thinking about shooting Graham a thank-you text with an overwhelming amount of emojis, when I saw him leave his back porch and quietly walk to the woodworking shed.

Well, if he was still awake, I might as well go celebrate his win with him.

I went to check my hair and face in the mirror, deciding to wash off my makeup for the day. I took my bra off for the night and threw on a comfy oversized shirt and bike shorts. After pulling on thick wool socks and slipping them into my leather slippers, I snuck out of my bedroom’s sliding glass door and followed Graham.

I tapped my knuckles on the side of the workshop, making his head snap up from his table and grin at me.

“Hey,” he greeted me in a low tone. “It worked. She ate it all.” When I smiled back and closed the workshop door behind me, his gaze traveled all over my body. Something made his whole frame go rigid, enough for him to clamp his jaw together and make a muscle pop in his cheek.

“I can’t believe it,” I replied, ignoring his weird body language for the sake of celebration. “Gracie ate part of a carrot for the first time in her entire life.”

Graham immediately looked away from me as I walked closer to him, which made my nerves churn in my stomach. Was he mad at me? Why was he being weird? I glanced at the table to see him painting a large ceramic bowl with…something.

“Whatchya doing?” I asked, resting a hip kitty-corner from him on the worktable.

“Glazing,” Graham replied stiffly.

What the fuck was going on?

“Graham,” I said.

He responded with a grunt.

“What’s up?” I asked. He still wouldn’t look at me. He kept his eyes down on the large bowl, gently dragging a small brush across the edges of it. His design looked incredibly detailed, and it reminded me of all the ceramic cups and bowls in the house we had to pack away when we moved in.

“Wait.” I stood from my lean on the table and pointed at the bowl. “Did you make that?” All I received was a wordless nod of confirmation from him. “Holy shit, did you make all the cups and plates and stuff we had to pack away?” Another wordless nod from him, “Graham, those were all so gorgeous. I had no idea you handmade all those!” I tried to sound enthusiastic, a desperate attempt to get Graham to break out of this weird, stiff funk he was in. But all I got was another noncommittal sound from his throat. His lips stayed in a tight line. His glare focused on his stupid bowl.

“Graham, look at me,” I told him. I laid my palms flat on the table, bending to get into his line of sight. He flinched from me in response. “Hey, what is going on?”

“Nothing.”

“Liar,” I pouted at him, but he still refused to look at me. I rounded the corner, and he flinched from me again. “What the fuck is going on, Graham?”

“Violet.” He set his paintbrush down to pinch the bridge of his nose. “I’m fine, but I would appreciate it if you would leave.”

“What?” I stepped back, hurt. “Why? Did I do something?”

“No.” Graham lowered his hand and rested both palms on his workbench, letting his head hang dramatically. “You’ve done nothing wrong. But it would help if you left.”

“Can you tell me what’s going on?” I asked, struggling to keep my voice from sounding small, but I tried to step closer to him. “Did I offend you⁠—”

“Violet,” Graham interrupted me with a deep, gravely tone that made me halt my approach. His hands gripped the edge of the worktable so tightly that his knuckles paled. “Please. Back up.”

I frowned and lifted my arm to sniff my armpit. “Do I smell? You can just say that⁠—”

“You’re not wearing a bra,” Graham muttered through gritted teeth. It was my turn to still, all too aware of how my heart started thudding erratically in my chest. “It’s distracting. Please go.”

I put my fists on my hips. “Are you serious?”

“Violet.” Graham squeezed his eyes shut even tighter, turning his face away from me a little.

“No.” I stepped toward him and slapped a palm on the table to get his attention. “This isn’t the 1950s. We’ve evolved. I don’t need to wear a bra around men to make them more comfortable. A bra isn’t some chastity belt that will keep men from having impure thoughts about⁠—”

Graham chuckled darkly and said, “That’s true, at least.”

I glared at him and asked, “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Violet—”

“I’m perfectly covered up like this. Do you really think that if I wanted to seduce you with my wicked female body, that I’d choose this frumpy outfit with these old man socks to⁠—”

Graham whirled on me. As if a tether snapped, and so did his composure. He shot his hand out to fist the front of my oversized shirt, gripping a large handful of it tightly enough to expose some of my stomach. His knuckles brushed against my upper abdomen through the shirt, just below my breasts. He yanked me toward himself, bracketing his long legs on either side of mine, and rested his free hand on the table beside me. My lower back hit the edge of the workbench so quickly that I barely had time to feel the impact.

“You don’t have to try to seduce me, Violet,” Graham muttered. His hot breath fanned over my face. His nose was mere millimeters from mine. His pupils consumed most of his hazel irises. His cheeks above his blond beard were flushed, and strands from his hair fell out of his man-bun to brush against my cheeks. “You just do.”

My mind was struggling to catch up. I was surrounded by Graham. His scent, his body heat, his voice. Something about the rough edge of his tone made electricity skitter throughout my core, and my thighs pressed together of their own volition.

“What?” I asked with a dramatic exhale.

“I know you didn’t put this on to tempt me, Vi.” He shook his fist in my shirt once to emphasize his words, as if my shirt was evidence for him. “I know you don’t get dressed every day, thinking to yourself, ‘What will make Graham daydream about all the things he wants to do to me?’” My breath caught in my throat. Heat burned my cheeks, neck, and chest. With how firmly Graham’s knuckles were pressed against my upper abdomen, I was confident he could feel how heavily my heart was thumping behind my ribs. “And yet, here I am.” His dark gaze flickered all over my face as he moistened his lips with his tongue so quickly that I almost missed it. “Effectively and completely seduced by you.”

The silence that grew between the two of us, standing in the workshop this closely, was deafening. Nothing but the sound of our heavy breathing filled the space. I was trapped between the table and his massive body. He towered over me in a domineering male way that dampened my underwear immediately. I found myself questioning if I had even a single feminist bone left in my body.

“I-I,” I was lost for words, but I managed to find some that he said to me on my first day of work, oddly enough. “I thought you didn’t give a shit about my breasts?” It was a weird thing to say. Oddly specific. But I couldn’t get my brain to come up with anything else.

“I lied.” Graham’s lips pressed together as his gaze dropped to said breasts. I didn’t move. I just stood there, held in place by one of his fists. Fully consenting for him to stare at the simple, oversized fabric covering said breasts.

Because I didn’t want to shield them. I wanted Graham to notice them. To notice me. He was looking at me, at my body, and seeing me as a woman. Not just a mom. Not just some petulant neighbor. A woman.

“Graham?” I asked, gripping the edge of the worktable tightly. His gaze lifted off my breasts only when I knew hard peaks had formed under the cotton, poking through just for him.

His gaze locked on mine again as he muttered, “I am a weak, pathetic man, Vi—” Jesus fucking Christ. “Something I only learned about myself the day you moved in next door.”

I had no words.

My lips parted in shock.

I could only stare at Graham. At this version of Graham. This barely tethered with self-restraint, Graham.

“So.” Graham cleared his throat before he continued, but didn’t let go of me yet, “If the only way for you to cover yourself is to admit to all the inappropriate thoughts that I’m plagued with every time I see you, so be it.” I was still frozen in place. My underwear was soaked, my cheeks were flushed, and my heartbeat was becoming almost painful. Anticipation and arousal burned from my core into my veins.

I could hardly believe myself as I replied in a quiet voice, “…What kinds of thoughts?”

Graham wasn’t moving, but his body stilled all the same.

“Desperate.” Graham breathed, then added, “Depraved thoughts.”

I swallowed around nothing, forcing myself to play along, to see how far he was willing to take this. “B-because you don’t like what I wear? It’s too…distracting?”

“Exactly,” Graham replied, then he tipped his head to one side, considering. “I often wonder what you’d look like wearing my shirt instead.” I inhaled a shocked but excited gasp. He clocked it and added, “…preferably, with nothing underneath.”

My breathing was unstable. I desperately tried to control it, but as his gaze flicked across my face and body, studying me, I knew I didn’t actually need to. His eyes slowly became more hooded as he absorbed my body language.

At any moment, he would snap. With the right words, Graham would be on me.

I desperately wanted Graham on me.

“Should I leave?” Graham asked as he adjusted his fist on my shirt, as if fighting against his own suggestion.

“Absolutely not,” I practically panted. He flinched, squeezing his eyes closed as he inhaled a ragged breath of his own.

“What are you saying, Violet?” Graham asked behind his closed eyes.

What was I saying? Have at it? That I’ve thought about this too, and the fact that it’s even a possibility, is frying my brain cells?

“C’mere,” I whispered.

Graham’s eyes snapped open, and a hunger took over his gaze. He only hesitated a moment before he grabbed my jaw with his free hand and tipped my face up to slam his lips onto mine. Our kiss wasn’t sweet; it was desperate. As if a dam had collapsed between the two of us. Our bodies couldn’t be separated; our hands were impatient to map out the other. I finally knew what Graham Moore tasted like—almonds and mint from brushing his teeth after dinner—and I couldn’t get enough of him.

He separated our lips to drag kisses along my jaw, toward my ear, and I whimpered at the feel of his tongue and beard teasing my skin.

“Goddamn,” Graham growled in my neck. My skin pricked with goosebumps under his hot breath. “I’ve wanted you so badly.” I parted my legs to rock myself on his thigh. I hadn’t dry-humped since I was a teenager, but I couldn’t find it within me to stop. “Fuck yes,” Graham groaned while giving my neck sloppy kisses, working his way up to my jaw again. He licked my earlobe, making me whine as he leaned back just enough to capture my lips again. His hands immediately reached for my backside, gripping large handfuls. He used his grip to lift my body enough to sit on the edge of the workbench, and he eagerly stepped between my parted legs to grind himself against my core.

“Graham,” I moaned, my nails clutching to his massive shoulders for dear life.

“That’s it, beautiful,” he moaned in my ear. His cock was rock hard behind his jeans, and I kept shifting my hips in an attempt to get closer to his erection. I wanted that connection; I was desperate for it.

“Do you maybe—” I was cut off by his lips on mine again before he let me finish my thought, “—Maybe want to pull yourself out and fuck me on this table really quick?” Never in my life have I been so brazen. I couldn’t remember the last time I was intimate with a man. I wasn’t even sure I could orgasm with him inside of me, but I didn’t care about that.

I ached for him.

I wanted him inside me as fast as possible.

Orgasming properly would come later, I decided.

“More than anything,” Graham replied impatiently. He removed his thigh from between my legs, and I wanted to cry from the complete loss of friction. “We need a condom.”

I agreed, “Do you have one?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Graham replied, reaching into his back pocket. He kept one hand on the back of my neck, his chest fully pressed against mine, as he flipped open the leather. With one hand, he managed to pull out the foil wrapper and dropped the wallet on the table next to me.

“Yes, yes.” I was kissing his neck now, making it more difficult for him to undo his jeans and cover himself with the protection. “God yes, I’m so horny.” Was that even a hot thing to say? Was I embarrassing myself with how bold I was acting?

Apparently, no.

Graham grunted before using both of his hands to pull my bike shorts and underwear down over my ass in one rough tug. I barely needed to lift my hips to get the shorts off as he ordered, “Let me inside you, Violet.”

“Okay, okay.” I was frantic as I kicked my shorts and underwear the rest of the way off. I kicked my feet out of my slippers. Part of me panicked, thinking I should tug my wool socks off too. Surely, leaving the wool socks on was weird and not sexy?

Graham didn’t let me, though.

His large, rough hands gripped my hips to steady me, and something in my core clenched at the masculine strength he showcased. The visual of Graham bending the horseshoe with one hand came to mind immediately.

“Oh my god,” I whined, making direct eye contact with him. “You’re so fucking hot.”

Graham’s cheeks were flushed above his beard, his blond hair askew from my hands running through it regardless of his bun. After my declaration, he smirked and shook his head once before kissing me and plundering my mouth with his warm, wet tongue.

“Are you ready for me?” Graham asked against my lips. Breathless, I reached down to grab him. It almost felt unfair for him to still wear all his clothes, but when I wrapped my fingers around his condom-covered length, I disregarded that thought and internally squealed from the excitement of what I was in for.

He was hot, hard, and heavy.

I was so fucking ready.

“Please,” I nodded, canting my hips to encourage him to proceed.

“Christ.” Graham wheezed. “You’re too sweet, Violet.”

“Just don’t fuck me sweetly, please,” I panted. “I’m way too needy for that right now.” He chuckled, the sound rumbling against my breasts as he notched himself at my entrance. I kept nodding in encouragement, desperate for him to keep going. I had never once felt this needy with penetrative sex before, but I thought I might die if he didn’t take me on this worktable right here and right now.

Graham thrusted once, and I cried out.

“Shh.” He pressed his cheek against mine. “I need you to be quiet, Violet.”

“It’s hard. You’re hard.” I clenched around him, making him groan as he thrust in a little more. Wait, more? Oh, fuck yes.

“You’re so wet, Vi,” Graham murmured in my ear. I had slapped a hand over my mouth to muffle my cries as he worked himself inside of me. The stretch around him was delicious, creating a small burn that made a flood of wetness coat us. It made it easier for him to pull back a little just to slam into me some more.

“God, you’re huge,” I whispered near his ear, clamping my hand over my mouth again when he finally thrust to the hilt. My clit was rubbing against his pelvis beautifully, and I rocked against him. My feet were locked around his lower back, desperate for friction. The burn inside my core was smoothing into a warmth that I hadn’t felt before.

“More, more,” I begged.

“Hold on, sweetheart.” Graham grunted before pulling out and thrusting in me again. I gasped, and my head fell back. “Look at you, taking me so well.”

I bit my lip because there was no chance in hell I could speak right now.

“I’m gonna come?” I asked it like a question because the reality was that I still wasn’t sure. I hadn’t had an orgasm with penetration before. But every time he rocked into me, his pelvis rubbed against my clit at the same time his massive dick rubbed against something inside of me.

Something I lowkey thought was a myth until this very moment.

“Fuck yes,” Graham murmured into my shoulder. I couldn’t believe he was doing all of this. Not only was he holding me by the hips just right so he could enter, but he was also doing ninety percent of the work. He was doing all the parts of sex, and I just sat back and took it like the grateful woman I was.

“Oh god, right there,” I gasped. “Yeah, yeah, yeah—” and then I came. It was a sensation I hadn’t thought was possible. Something scorched my core and bloomed out from where he rocked into me. Euphoric pleasure coated my body, and I tightened my grip to hold him as close to me as possible. Graham didn’t change a thing; he just kept rutting into me with his shallow thrusts. He rode out my orgasm. Prolonged it, even. Every time I thought I was done, I would release another groan, and a new wave would convulse around him.

“Gorgeous,” Graham groaned in my ear. “Coming all over me. Fuck, I knew you’d feel perfect, Violet.” I pulsed around him, crying out while he shushed me again. “Shh, only I get to hear you like this, understand?”

I bit my lip in an attempt to stifle my cries and managed a shaky nod. It was all I could do. God, if he kept talking to me through my orgasm, I’d do whatever the man wanted.

“Keep going,” Graham ordered.

I shook my head, still feeling the warmth of my orgasm pulse inside of me. I was confused. I had never orgasmed this long. Finally, Graham thrust inside me one last time while rubbing up against my clit roughly. “Oh!” I gasped.

And then I felt it. A warm, wet gush between us. It felt amazing, him rubbing up against my overstimulated clit. It was a high I hadn’t experienced before. Unfortunately, it was short-lived, because when I felt the fluid trickle down my ass cheeks and drip onto the table I was sitting on, horror rushed through me.

“Oh no,” I gasped.

“Oh, fuck yes,” Graham grumbled, not easing up on me in the slightest. “God, you’re soaked.” My cheeks turned pink, embarrassment finally allowing my body to stop orgasming when my brain finally comprehended what just happened.

I had just squirted all over him.

“Oh god, I’m sorry—” my lips were immediately covered with his, his tongue sliding against mine just like his cock was. It was like I was trapped under him, unable to free myself from being taken by him in the most intimate, dirty way possible.

I loved it.

“Don’t you dare apologize,” Graham grunted against my lips once his tongue left my mouth. “Fuck, Violet.” He was thrusting more erratically now. “I want to fucking drown in you.” I blushed, surprised at how dirty his words were. I couldn’t look away from him. I watched him with my own hooded eyes as he continued to take me on the table. His grip on my hips was almost painful as he locked me in place, keeping me just how he wanted. “I’ll happily make you squirt every time if it means I can have you like this again.”

Jesus Christ.

One of my hands dragged up his shoulder, up his neck, and tangled itself in the back of his hair. His bun was almost completely undone. He leaned into my touch, his lips parted and panting as he looked at me beneath his own hooded and glassy gaze.

“Please, Graham. I need to feel you—,” and that was all it took for him to lose control.

He dropped his head between my neck and shoulder, groaning with his frantic thrusts. “Take it. Take my fucking cum.” His words were both a command and a plea. Through his release, he thrust one last time and stayed locked inside of me. His hips flexed against mine, twitching with each pulse of his cock. Filling the condom.

His grunt was low, barbaric, rough.

It made my skin pebble with arousal.

A small pulse from him set off one last tiny orgasm for me, and I whimpered through it. He turned his head; his open mouth pressed against my neck as he gasped against my skin at the feel of me squeezing him again. It was all so…wild.

“Oh god,” I whispered. My eyes closed, and everything in my body focused on the feel of his large body pressing against mine. Holding me.

“We’re doing this again.” Graham panted against my neck. “As soon as possible.”

I laughed, and his grip on my hips tightened in response. His fingertips dug into my ass cheeks.

“I need to hydrate or something.” I sighed as my legs loosened around his waist, which only made him push against me more, as if desperate to maintain the connection between us. I was, too. But I was a mess, and we were literally in the shed. Anyone could walk in and see Graham inside of me right now.

“You okay?” I asked, gently raking my nails through his hair at the base of his neck.

“You feel too good, Vi,” Graham murmured against my neck, trailing his lips up my skin to tease the shell of my ear. “Just like I knew you would. Fuck.” He groaned when my core squeezed him again.

We stayed like that, slumped against each other.

I kept waiting, and waiting, and waiting, but it never happened.

“Graham?”

“Yeah?” he replied into my neck.

“How the hell are you still hard?” I asked.

He pulled me against him again, getting deeper, and I made an embarrassed whimpering sound from my sensitivity.

“Your fault,” he whispered into my neck, licking a hot stripe from the dip in my shoulder all the way behind my earlobe. I shivered, and he wrapped his arms around me tighter in response. Releasing his hold on my ass to grip my opposite shoulder and waist.

After a few minutes of him teasing me, he finally softened enough to slip out. The loss made me want to scream, because a very irrational part of my body wanted him to stay inside of me. As if he belonged there. Like he was a missing piece I had just found.

He pulled back enough to rest his massive hands on top of my bare thighs. His fingertips pressed into my flesh softly, testing the give. I looked up to say something to him, but his soft lips pressed against mine instead. It wasn’t an aggressive kiss like we started. It was soft, exploratory. Inquisitive. Like he was asking me something with a soft brush of his lips.

I just had no idea what it was.

He finally, reluctantly, separated our mouths and said, “Hold on.”

From the way he guided my legs around his waist again, I instinctively held on for dear life as he lifted me off the table and started walking us out of the shed. As soon as the door opened and the cool night breeze blew in, I wrapped my body around him tighter and whined, “Graham!”

He used one of his hands to tuck my shirt over my exposed ass cheeks as we walked across the back yard, up my porch steps, and into the warmth of my bedroom. Wordlessly, he brought us into my bathroom and set a hand towel down for me to sit on. He turned on the warm water while searching a drawer for a washcloth.

Of course he knew where everything was. He stocked this house, after all.

Dampening the washcloth, he parted my legs so he could clean me up. It wasn’t until he was confident that I was clean and taken care of that he removed the condom and cleaned himself off. I just sat there, watching the intimate form of aftercare. Wondering what would happen next if I just…kept my mouth shut.

Would this wonderful moment in time dissolve? I didn’t want it to.

After Graham properly tucked himself back into his boxers and jeans, he tucked his large arms under my knees and behind my shoulders, lifting me off the bathroom counter and toward my bed.

He set me down as if I were a delicate princess and pulled the covers over my exposed legs. Once I was tucked in, he stared down at me, his arms bracketed over my torso as we wordlessly stared at each other.

I was exhausted, sure. But I wasn’t sure where to go from here.

Did I thank him for the fuck?

Invite him to say?

Invite him to leave?

I had no idea.

Graham eventually decided for us. He leaned down to firmly press his lips against mine again. It was amazing how familiar I was with his lips now. I had just started kissing him for the first time, maybe thirty minutes ago, and yet, I already responded to his lips over mine as if we had been kissing forever.

Graham didn’t say goodbye. He didn’t say goodnight. He slowly pulled away from our kiss, tugged the blanket over my shoulder, and let himself out of my sliding glass door. As if we didn’t just have mind-numbing sex in the shed. As if I wasn’t suffering from a hollow feeling between my legs.

As if we didn’t just irrevocably shift our relationship in less than an hour.
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Chapter Nineteen
VIOLET



“Vi?” My dad’s voice sounded from the opposite side of my bedroom door after two raps of his knuckles. “You up yet?”

“Yeah,” I called back. “Accidentally slept in.”

“Gracie’s eating breakfast; take your time,” my dad assured me. I hadn’t accidentally slept in. I actually woke up before my alarm went off, but I hadn’t gotten up. I was lying prone on my bed, still under my covers, staring at my ceiling. I needed to get up and rinse off. I probably still smelled like sex. Because Graham and I had sex last night. Graham Moore and I had sex in his workshop, and it was probably the best sex I’d ever had.

I orgasmed with penetration.

That had never happened before, but holy shit, I understood the hype for it now.

A part of me didn’t want to get out of bed because the act of getting out of bed and engaging in my morning routine would dissolve the reality of what I experienced last night. If I got up, showered, downed a cup of coffee, and ran outside to pester Graham for a ride to the fields, would that mean we’d pretend that last night didn’t happen?

I didn’t want to pretend it didn’t happen.

I was 110% positive I wanted it to happen repeatedly.

We’re doing this again. As soon as possible.

Graham may have said that, but he was still inside of me when he did. I couldn’t hold anything he said against me when he was still basically pumping his orgasm. Perhaps after a good night’s sleep, he changed his mind? Experienced post-nut clarity?

I grabbed my pillow and slammed it over my own face, groaning into it.

I was a grown-ass woman in my thirties, spiraling over a guy.

Absolutely not.

I threw the covers off myself and slammed my feet on the ground, aggressively stomping into my bathroom. Memories of Graham cleaning me flooded my brain, but I rinsed them away when I turned on my shower.

Twenty minutes later, I was washed, dressed, and pouring myself coffee while Gracie happily hummed at the kitchen table. Then, my phone buzzed in my pocket.

My heart skipped a beat. I was officially at that stage of my crush where I hoped the boy I liked was texting me something cute. Then my heart immediately sank into my ass because it wasn’t Graham texting me.

Instead, it was Gracie’s father.

John: Can I visit this weekend?

I groaned and hit dial on his contact.

“What is it?” my dad asked. He had just entered the kitchen with Gracie’s backpack for school. I was about to answer him, but John picked up on the first ring.

“Hey.” John’s face filled the screen on my phone. He was still in bed, shirtless, with his dark hair askew. Bags hung under his dark eyes, and the petty part of me loved that I caught him looking like shit, whereas I looked put together and hot as hell.

“You’re right on time,” I told John. Speaking of, as I saw the time at the top of my phone screen, I gave up on finishing my coffee and grabbed my backpack.

“Let me take Gracie to school today,” my dad offered in a low tone.

“That’s fine.” I leaned down and pressed kisses all over Gracie’s face while she frantically tried shoving me away—thankfully, her smile made me feel less guilty about my love surge. “I love you. Have a good day, big girl.”

“Hi, Gracie!” John called from my phone. I turned the screen for Gracie to see her dad, and as expected, she stared at him blankly before hopping off the chair. Ignoring him to tug her backpack on with grandpa’s help. “See? She doesn’t know me⁠—”

“Whose fault is that?” I asked him as I followed my dad and daughter out the front door.

“Get him,” my dad encouraged me with a fist pump in the air.

“Violet.” John sighed in annoyance.

I made it to the bottom step and stopped, surprised.

Graham was already waiting outside of his truck with two portable mugs in his hands. My dad threw me a curious look over his shoulder as he helped Gracie get in our car. I ignored my dad and pointed to myself in question.

“Obviously,” Graham replied. He didn’t smile or laugh or chuckle; he just pushed off the driver’s side door and lifted one of the portable mugs for me. I continued to ignore my dad’s gaze as he got ready to take Gracie to school and strode across the gravel to join Graham. I wasn’t wasting this invitation from him.

“Violet?” John asked.

“What?” I asked him as Graham followed me to the passenger side and opened the door.

“So is it cool if I visit you and Gracie this weekend?”

“Ugh.” I groaned dramatically as I threw myself into the passenger seat. Graham stiffened at the sound of John’s voice but silently handed me a mug. “What is this?” I asked him.

“Coffee,” Graham replied. “With oat milk and lavender syrup.”

“Did you make this?” I asked him. “Or stop by Laurel’s?”

“I made it,” Graham replied. He threw a nervous glance toward my phone and tentatively shut the door, then walked around the front of the truck.

“Violet,” John called from my phone.

“What?” I snapped at my ex as soon as Graham sat in the driver’s seat. The engine roared to life, and Graham quietly pulled the truck out onto the driveway.

“You called me,” John said.

“You texted me a stupid-ass question,” I replied. “What’s her name?”

“What do you mean?” John asked as he rubbed his eyes. I flipped open the lid to the portable mug and sipped Graham’s coffee. It tasted like heaven.

“The last two times you showed interest in spending time with Gracie were when you were dating a woman and wanted to look like an active father figure—which you are not.”

Graham’s lips pulled downward at that. I was suddenly hit with the reality of what just happened. I didn’t have to pester Graham for a ride today. He made me coffee and everything. He waited for me before going to work.

Holy shit, did I break Graham with my pussy last night?

“That’s…true,” John replied.

I snapped my mouth closed, holding my phone up higher to glare at him.

“I beg your pardon?”

“You’re right. I haven’t been…involved. Like, at all.” John sighed heavily, as if it took a lot of effort for him to admit such a thing. Fucker. “I’ve been, uh, I’ve been seeing, like, a therapist…” I didn’t say anything; I just stared at him. If John was looking for any reaction, praise or ribbing, I wasn’t going to give it to him. He realized it only after pausing dramatically and letting the heavy silence swell, then he decided to continue, “I know I don’t have the right to just pop in and out of your lives whenever it’s convenient for me.” That didn’t sound like his own words, which made me wonder if his therapist said that to him. “I’m not trying to show Gracie off to anyone. This is me trying to be more involved, even with the temporary distance we have right now.”

I fought back a scoff at the temporary distance. John had no idea I planned on settling down here long-term. My ex had little to no parental rights over Gracie as it stood. We could live anywhere in the state of California that we wanted.

Graham cleared his throat and took a sip of his coffee, distracting me for a minute.

“So to apologize for being absent in Gracie’s life,” I asked, staring at Graham’s handsome profile, the way his throat bobbed after taking a drink. “You’re asking to come visit with only a day or two’s notice? Alone?”

A muscle in Graham’s cheek popped, which made me stare at him harder.

“Who are you looking at?” John asked instead of answering my question. That made Graham turn to catch me staring at him. I didn’t look away; I just grinned at him. Graham winked at me, then focused back on the road.

“My boss—or client. Whatever,” I replied.

“Oh,” John replied. “Maybe we should have this discussion later, then.”

“You can come this weekend,” I replied. “You’re pissing me off again, though.”

“I know,” John replied with exasperation. “I always do.”

“Text me your plans.” With that, I ended the call.

Graham chuckled as we pulled into the Moore Farm strawberry fields. We lost a few crops a couple of days ago because one of the water systems oversaturated the plants, and I needed to recheck it all.

“So…that’s Gracie’s dad?” Graham asked.

“Yup.” I finished the last of Graham’s coffee, savoring the burn as I thought about my to-do list.

“You two seem to get along great.” Graham’s lips were twitching with his words.

“So great,” I replied sarcastically. “I just want to rip the band-aid off. Let him come pretend he gives a shit, then go dark for another year or so.”

“Why do you let him?” Graham asked.

I was quiet as Graham threw the truck into park, wondering how best to explain it.

“…What if he does change?” I asked. “What if one of these times, it actually sticks for John? What if he finally sees how amazing, wonderful, perfect, and worth it Gracie is? What if Gracie gets to have another safe adult in her life?” Part of me wanted to block John on everything. Ghost him. Keep our address away from him out of spite. The constant jump scare he provided was a wreck for my nervous system, just waiting for him to pop out of nowhere and pretend to care about our daughter.

But if I shut the door too firmly, it would be my fault that Gracie no longer had a father figure. As it stood, she almost had one. A fleeting one. The idea of one. I had one last tiny thread of hope that John could change for the better. The fact that he mentioned being in therapy at all was enough to make me wonder if he was finally growing up.

Graham gave me a thoughtful look. Thanks to John, I almost forgot about the sex we had last night. Thankfully, I didn’t. As soon as I remembered all the dirty things Graham muttered to me, the feel of his rough hands on my skin, my blush burned across my face and chest.

Graham immediately noted it. His hazel eyes flicked to each of my cheeks. He didn’t comment on it, though. Instead, he rested his hand on the door handle and asked, “You ready?”

“Yeah,” I sighed and shoved my door open. “Let’s see what the hell is wrong now.”
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I fixed it because I’m the best at my job.

Fine, maybe not the best, but I’m damn good. Except for that one bolt that Graham tightened for me weeks ago, I’m usually able to keep a level head when frustrated. I assumed that constantly teaching a five-year-old how to regulate her emotions naturally taught me how to regulate mine.

This made me better at problem-solving than most of the men around me.

All the farm hands had been wonderful to work with over the past few months. They never made me feel silly for how I behave or the work that I do in their field. They gave me respect and never made me fear being the only woman on the job site.

However, they were still men.

Which meant they all went out of their way to get started on troubleshooting before Graham and I showed up. They all needed to try their own theories out for why the excess water was getting pumped through the system. Explore what valve was turned too far or if something in the software was set incorrectly.

They did a lot of the first steps of troubleshooting for me. I stayed back, letting men do their manly thing, trying to figure it out. Best-case scenario, they actually did figure out the problem for me. Worst-case scenario, they would burn out, and I could start doing my job with a lot fewer extra steps.

Graham’s employees all threw their hands up in the air around lunchtime. Hangry and defeated, they each stomped over to the sheds to eat. Graham followed after them, while I stayed behind to do my thing.

I loved it when I got to wander the strawberry fields by myself. The smell of the fresh soil, mixed with the distant salty air from the ocean, surrounded by nature, really made me feel lucky to be doing IT work where I was. I could be stuck in a stuffy office building with the constant aroma of burnt coffee and everyone’s microwaved leftovers. Instead, I worked outside. With a small group of people who all got along with each other.

Being alone in the strawberry fields, carefully walking between the rows so I didn’t step on any of the fragile strawberry plants, helped me calm down after that frustrating call with my ex (and the frustrating feelings in my ovaries because of Graham). Something about the outdoor air helped me lock back in and figure things out.

All the settings for the water system were correct for the lot size, species, and number of strawberries. I could feel all the guys’ eyes on me as I continued to work, looking for leaks or anything that would trigger excess water flow.

It wasn’t until I triple-checked all the hardware, that I logged onto my laptop and examined the software. One call with Mary later, she and I found the bug in the code that was accidentally telling the system to misread the settings we had entered.

If I had been given the time to examine all of this first thing in the morning, I probably could have had it all fixed within two hours. However, because the men insisted on trying to fix it first, it wasn’t until one o’clock that I finally determined the problem was fixed.

I strolled back to the men eating their lunch, typing my notes into my laptop with one hand as I walked.

“Wow,” Kenny muttered around a mouthful of sandwich. “We should have let you look at it first.”

“It’s almost as if that’s the entire fucking point of Violet being hired in the first place,” Graham agreed with irritation in his voice.

“It’s fine,” I assured Kenny. “It’s not the first time I’ve had to patiently wait for a man to admit defeat to do my job.”

A chorus of ooo’s hummed throughout the group, and Graham rolled his eyes at them. I bent down to grab my own lunch and sat next to him on the bench. Graham had been perfectly…normal all day. Which was good, because our friendly and professional dynamic was still secured in place.

He didn’t stare at me nearly as much as I was staring at him, though. Even while walking through the strawberry fields, I would wonder if Graham was admiring how good my ass looked in the short overalls I wore today. Or if he thought my dark green beanie was cute. Or if he enjoyed the way my leggings under my overalls showed off my curves.

He did not indicate that he was lusting after me nearly as much as I was lusting after him. Was he over it? Now that we had sex, did he get his itch scratched, and would everything go back to how it was?

My stomach soured at the possibility, but I powered through eating my lunch anyway.

Graham sat next to me, chatting with the guys, as if it were just another workday.

As if he didn’t rock my world last night.

When my day was over, and I mentioned needing to pick up Gracie, Graham got up and followed me to his truck. When he dropped me off in front of our houses, his phone started buzzing.

“Ass-hats,” Graham muttered to his phone.

“Is everything okay?” I asked him.

“Yeah.” He lifted his gaze from his phone just enough to say, “See ya” and stomped up his porch steps, thumbing away on his phone. When he opened his front door, a few male voices cheered before he slammed it shut behind him.

I was left standing there, at the bottom of my own porch steps, staring in disbelief.

How was he acting so normal? So nonchalant? The man was literally inside of me less than twenty-four hours ago, and he was acting like he had no idea what I sound like when I come.

“Men,” I grumbled as I grabbed my keys to my car.

When I came back from picking up Gracie from school, I was still spiraling about it all. Did I do something today that gave Graham the ick? Did I tease him too much? Did he realize that my entire vibe is just a lot, and that maybe sex one time wasn’t really worth exploring romance? Exploring our relationship?

“Finally!” My dad proudly stood from the couch as Gracie and I entered the front door, bracing his fists on his hips. “Now I get to show off this.” Ceremoniously, he lifted his injured foot and rested it on the edge of the coffee table. There was no boot on it anymore. There was only fabric covering his foot and ankle. His socks with hot dogs on them poked through the toes.

“Whoa!” I pointed at him as I asked, “When did that happen?”

“Laurel took me to my checkup today.” My dad twisted his leg this way and that, then set his foot down to pose more, as if he were voguing in a photoshoot. “I’ve healed enough to ditch the boot! I gotta wear this splint for a couple of weeks.”

“What the hell!” I dropped my bag and walked over to him and sat on the coffee table to inspect his new gear. “I could have taken you.”

“It was during your workday.” My dad waved me off. “Laurel offered to take me a week or so ago. I must have forgotten to tell you.”

“Obviously.” I brushed my hair back from my face. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t able to—I can let Graham know I need to work a half day or something to take you to your next one⁠—”

“Nah.” My dad waved his hand at me dismissively and carefully walked to the kitchen to get Gracie her after-school snack. “Laurel offered to take me. I’m going to let her.”

“But I can help⁠—”

“I know.” My dad cut me off, giving me a look over his shoulder as he unwrapped Gracie’s graham crackers. It was a familiar look he had given me years and years ago, during the darkest time of my life. I swallowed, emotional, and nodded as he said, “It’s okay, Violet.”

I knew that, logically, but my stomach still twisted with shame. I’d been so worked up over…well, whatever the fuck is going on with Graham and me, that I let my dad’s appointments slip through my fingers.

“I like spending time with Laurel,” my dad said, changing the subject enough to pull me out of my spiral.

“I bet.” I wiggled my eyebrows at him, trying to push back the surge of emotions his “surprise” gave me. “Should I start calling her mom?”

“Jesus Christ, Violet.” My dad laughed as Gracie took her graham crackers and ran away into her bedroom, slamming the door behind her. Before I could continue teasing my dad for his Redwood Springs crush, there was a knock on our door.

I turned around, expecting it to be Graham, but froze in a panic when Jason the principal stood on our front porch.

“Oh,” I said.

Jason, with his hands in his pockets, winced at me. “Hi.”

I heard my dad stomp over behind me, because I had told him what happened that one day after school, and how Graham had to stop me from physically attacking the guy. I didn’t know what to say. Instead, I just stared at Jason. Waiting.

Jason cleared his throat and said, “I want to apologize.”

Oh good. Another mediocre man giving me a half-assed apology. Just what I needed.

“You do?” I asked, crossing my arms.

“Yes,” Jason swallowed, as nerves and shame tightened his features. “I—I messed up. The things you said that day, you were right to voice those concerns.” I raised my eyebrows in shock, which made him widen his eyes in panic and quickly say, “Not because I was trying to punish you or your daughter for—you know.” He didn’t laugh his words away or try to belittle what he did, as I expected. Instead, he elaborated, “But, if I were you, I would have assumed the exact same thing.”

“I see,” I replied.

“I had gone to a conference a week beforehand,” Jason said. “And I learned that standard procedure in other school districts is to reduce the number of one-on-one hours in SPED programs when the child is checking off behaviors and meeting certain IEP goals. My colleagues made it seem like I was setting a dangerous standard by not doing so. However,” He held a finger up to me when he saw me get ready to rebut him. “After speaking with Brandon, and being reminded about how Redwood Springs budgets and financing work, I now realize that just because reducing hours is standard practice in other districts, that doesn’t mean that’s how Redwood Springs will be operating for our SPED program.”

Brandon…spoke to Jason? Did Graham put his brother up to this?

“But the timing, and the way I tried to steamroll the conversation, was very inappropriate.” Jason looked…genuinely apologetic as he said, “I’m so sorry, Violet. I made you horribly uncomfortable.”

“Um…” This was a much better apology than my ex gave this morning, and based on all of his uncomfortable body language, I actually believed that Jason was remorseful.

“You don’t need to accept it or anything, but,” Jason shrugged, “I just noticed you haven’t been ordering from the diner, and I was worried that, because I, um⁠—”

“Continued to ignore my answer?” I supplied.

He pressed his lips together and nodded. “I won’t ask you again, though. You gave me a clear answer the first time, and I should have accepted it. I…frankly, I was just acting like a shitty guy.”

I laughed at that. “Yeah, at least you know it.”

Jason shrugged. “Don’t feel pressure to order from us again or anything, but…please know, I’m so sorry. And Gracie and Olivia can have as many hours together as you feel is necessary.”

“I don’t know, Vi,” my dad piped up behind me, making Jason lean to the side to see him. “Maybe we can give Graham the night off from cooking dinner for us sometime.” I narrowed my eyes at my dad, knowing exactly what he was doing—even though he blinked innocently at me as he continued.

Jason, focusing back on me, gave me an earnest look as he added, “Graham’s a great guy.”

I just…stared at him. I wasn’t sure what else to say, beyond, “Thanks, Jason.”

With that, he tipped his head in goodbye and turned on his heel and left. Padding down the steps, across the gravel.

There was no car in any of the driveways. Jason had walked here to deliver his apology.

“That was nice,” my dad observed as he plopped himself down on the couch. “I’ve missed his diner’s milkshakes.”

I snorted in disbelief at my dad as I shut the front door. “You’ve always been allowed to order those, you goof.”

“I have a feeling that Graham can make a better homemade one, but I don’t know how to ask him for that yet.” My dad grinned as he turned on the TV and propped his foot up. “Maybe today’s the day.”

“So much for giving him the night off.” Right. Graham. Graham, who gave me the dicking of a lifetime last night and then has spent most of the day pretending it didn’t happen.

In the words of Jason, what a great guy.
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Chapter Twenty
GRAHAM



“Let me say hello!” Ronan attempted to shove past me after I left Violet outside. I immediately wrapped him in a headlock and kept him from walking back through my front door.

“Absolutely not,” I grunted as Ronan and I started struggling. He attempted to flee, and I attempted to sit on him in my entryway.

“I figured we needed a Kiln Club Bros meeting.” Duncan steepled his fingertips together and leaned forward on my accent chair situated next to the fireplace. “You’ve been awfully quiet regarding your pursuit of the blue-haired beauty next door.”

“Barf,” Adrian groaned from his seat on my couch. “I hate every word you just said. We get it. You read.”

“Uncle!” Ronan started tapping my arm after I got him into a headlock. “I yield!”

I released him, and the doofus dropped on the ground dramatically, gasping for air.

“I assumed your lungs would be better than that,” I said, stepping over him to make it to my kitchen.

“Good thing we showed up,” Parker chimed in after taking a peek through my front window. He faced the rest of us in the living room and said, “Violet just spent ten seconds staring at Graham’s front door looking very…I don’t know. Confused?”

“Really—wait. What did you do?” Ronan sat up from his prone position on the ground, staring me down across the living space where I pulled out my flower from my “gardening” cupboard that Olivia made me.

“Nothing,” I replied. That wasn’t true at all, considering I could still recall exactly how Violet sounded when she came all over me last night. I’d been haunted by the memories all day. I couldn’t look at her for too long without being hit with a semi-truck of lustful thoughts and feelings. To get through the workday without coming across like some loser who became obsessed after one night of sex, I did my best to act like we didn’t have sex last night.

Minus making her coffee in the morning. I just…I couldn’t do nothing after the night we shared.

“Liar!” Duncan pointed a finger at me and jumped over the coffee table to race to the kitchen counter, where I grabbed paper to start rolling. “You did something.”

“I didn’t do anything,” I repeated.

“You clearly did something.” Adrian teamed up with Duncan. “As the married guy in the group, I can tell when a man is full of shit.” Parker helped Ronan off the floor, and the two of them took the last seats available at my kitchen island. They all waited for their joints. Like I was some marijuana fairy for them, when they could easily go to the greenhouse themselves.

“I did not…” I frowned and glared at my friends, who all stared at me patiently. Waiting. “…But maybe we did something…last night.”

They all stared at me for a beat, but Ronan was the first to get it.

“Oh shit, did you and Violet f⁠—”

“I’m going to stop you right there.” I held out a palm to him but addressed all of them. “If we talk about this, it needs to stay respectful.”

“Hey.” Parker leaned his arms on the counter as he chimed in, “When have we ever been disrespectful?”

“What I mean is, this isn’t me hooking up with a random woman traveling through Redwood Springs that I’ll never see again,” I explained, which made the four of them mutter their understanding. “This is Violet. And if things go the way I hope they’ll go, I don’t think she’d appreciate me sharing personal details of our physical relationship with the guys. I don’t want to hear anything close to locker room talk.”

Ronan dropped his elbows on the counter and cupped his cheeks with his hands, grinning wide-eyed at me. “Graham is in love.”

Duncan gasped, covering his mouth and shaking his head. “Are you really?” Duncan asked behind his palms. I sighed heavily and handed the men their joints. Then I pulled a drawer open to grab a lighter to help light them all. Once mine was lit, I finally replied.

“I don’t know,” I said. “All I know is that I don’t just want Violet. I want to be with her. Long-term. If I’m going to do this, I want it to last.”

“You’ll figure it out.” Adrian gave me a conspiratorial look as he took a deep inhale. “It took me a while to realize I was in love with Ella.”

“That’s because men aren’t good at understanding our feelings,” Ronan added, resting his fist on his cheek. “Since becoming a musician, I’ve realized—” Ronan was immediately met with a chorus of boos from the guys. When he started playing music professionally years ago, we all made a pact never to let him become one of those unbearable wounded hipster artists who act like every thought they have is a work of poetry. “I’m not trying to sound like an asshat!” Ronan argued. “Basically, everyone knows men are bad at understanding themselves. We’re programmed not to acknowledge our feelings unless they’re the big manly ones.”

“Yeah. But because of that, women have been expected to carry the burden of our emotional regulation since the dawn of time,” Adrian added. We all blinked at him as he shrugged and said, “Couples therapy is going well, by the way.”

Parker patted Adrian on the back with, “I’m glad, Ade.”

“Thanks.” Adrian held his fist out, and Parker tapped his knuckles against it. Then Adrian turned to look at me. “When you and Violet need to discuss whatever you did to make her look at you weird just now, I can give you the number to mine and Ella’s counselor.”

“I didn’t—” I grunted and took another hit of my joint before continuing. “We literally hooked up for the first time last night; I couldn’t have done anything wrong between then and now.”

Duncan chuckled, “Okay. Sure.”

I thought about it, then slid my gaze over to Parker. “Violet really looked confused after I left her there?”

“Yeah, man.” Parker shrugged. “She had a little line in between her eyebrows and her lips were like…” He pressed his lips together and forced the corners down into a small frown.

“Fuck.” I rested my joint on the ceramic dish I threw a few years ago and rested my palms on the counter. “What could I have done?”

“Walk us through everything,” Adrian encouraged. “How did this morning go? The workday?”

“Well, Gracie’s dad called asking to visit this weekend,” I smirked at the memory of talking to the guy on the phone. How she didn’t coddle or fawn over him. Her reaction to Jason made a lot more sense to me now, if that was how she put her ex in his place whenever he called. “Violet was pretty annoyed by that.”

“Cool. Any annoyance she exhibited probably had nothing to do with you this morning,” Ronan said. “How did the rest of the day go?”

“I mean…” I shrugged. “It was just a normal workday. I wasn’t going to do anything flirtatious or inappropriate with her in front of the guys.”

The four of them stared at me.

I waited, meeting each of their gazes, for someone to say something.

“So…you just treated her like normal today?” Parker asked. “As if you two didn’t hook up last night?” I silently nodded, and Parker continued, “You didn’t brush hands when no one was looking or give her any secret looks? You literally just pretended as if nothing happened?”

“Well…” I ripped my hat off and set it on the counter, pulling my hair tie out to redo my hair. “Fuck, was that not right?”

“That depends entirely on the woman,” Adrian said. “But if that was really how she looked when you left her just now…” he pointed at Parker, who threw his impression of Violet on again for emphasis. “I’d say she probably didn’t want you to treat her like nothing happened between you two.”

“I mean—I made her coffee this morning. We drove to work together.”

“Cool. But then you treated her like normal. Violet is a woman, Graham,” Duncan argued. “Did you know women never stop thinking? She was probably thinking about what you two did all day today.”

“Wait, what?” Ronan asked, turning to look at Duncan. “What does that even mean? Women never stop thinking?”

“You know how we can shut our brains off sometimes? Not fall asleep, but just exist without thinking about anything?” All of us nodded at Duncan. “Apparently, women, in general, can’t do that.”

“What the fuck?” Ronan gasped.

“Shit,” Parker breathed.

“He’s right,” Adrian confirmed.

“Fuck.” I groaned after finishing my hair. “What do I do?” I leaned on the counter with folded arms, entirely grateful that these men broke into my house to surprise me at the end of the workday.

“What would you normally do after work? Because maybe don’t do that.” Ronan suggested.

“Right now, I’m usually thinking about what to make Violet and her dad for dinner, and if I need to get groceries for anything.”

“Ignore everything I said. Definitely still do that.” Ronan pointed at me encouragingly. “Cooking for the woman you love? That’s hot as hell, man.” I rolled my eyes, fighting my unwanted embarrassment from his accusation. The fact that everyone here just decided that I was in love with Violet was…a lot for me to process. Even more so, the fact that I didn’t feel the need to protest their statement at all. Would I say those words out loud myself? Probably not yet.

“I think I need to talk to her about…what I want. Without scaring her off.” I scraped my jaw with my hand in thought. “I don’t think she’s where I’m at yet.”

“Good. Don’t rush her into anything,” Adrian said before shifting to the side to pull his phone out. He glanced at his screen briefly before standing from his seat. “I’m out.”

“Wait, where are you going?” Ronan asked.

“Home to my hot wife.” Adrian said with a grin on his face. “Bye, losers.” He lifted his hand in farewell and let himself out. After Adrian left, Ronan turned back in his seat to face me, his face all serious.

“You could always text Violet a dick pic,” Ronan suggested innocently.

“Do not send Violet a dick pic.” Duncan slapped a palm across his eyes in exasperation.

“I’m not sending Violet a dick pic,” I assured him. “I think I’m going to make her dinner like normal, emphasizing that I’m not expecting a lot from her right now, but then I’ll go out of my way to talk to her tonight about…I don’t know. Expectations or something.”

“DTR,” Parker said.

“What?” I asked.

“DTR. Define The Relationship,” Parker repeated. “Riley taught me that. She learned that phrase in a book a few weeks ago.”

“Your six-year-old is teaching you slang? Guys. We’re so old,” Ronan whined. “I hate this.”

“She’s almost seven,” Parker shrugged.

“We’re in our thirties. We’re in our prime,” Duncan argued.

“Get out,” I told them. “I need to figure out dinner, and I can’t with you all yapping in my kitchen.”

“Everyone knows the best way to a woman’s heart is through her stomach!” Ronan sang as he stood from his stool. “Can I meet her after you DTF?”

“DTR, you unripened grapefruit,” Parker corrected him. “Text us how it goes, though.”

“I won’t do that, but it’s cute that you think I will,” I said.

“Fine, I guess we’ll just show up at your house without any warning again.”

“I’ll text you as soon as we finish DTRing.” I amended.

“Excellent! Good luck, Graham,” Duncan encouraged, following the others out the door. He lingered in the doorway to add, “You got this.”

I slapped my palm in his and said, “Thanks, man.”

Emotion flashed across Duncan’s expression as he turned to leave down my porch steps. As I closed the front door and basked in the sweet silence of my home, part of me felt guilty talking about Violet with Duncan. The guy has been looking for a partner for years, with no luck so far.

Perhaps Violet knew someone she could set him up with.

I brushed thoughts about Duncan’s romantic life away from my mind, determined to straighten out my own first. I opened my fridge and checked my pantry, brainstorming. I’d make dinner for Violet and her dad tonight, so our regular routine wouldn’t have to change just because we shared intimacy.

Then, I assumed Violet would end the night sitting quietly on her back porch, staring at the stars again.

That’s where we’ll talk.
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Chapter Twenty-One
VIOLET



Graham made my dad and me chicken parmesan, and Gracie more Mac n Cheese with even more blended carrots in it. She cleaned her bowl again. I loved that my daughter was able to consume a vegetable now—even if it was hidden in cheese and pasta.

There was a moment, after my dad and Gracie were already at the kitchen table digging in, when I went to the stove to get my own plate. Graham was there also getting his, and as he passed by me to grab a glass, he gently brushed the back of his knuckles down my spine. The movement was subtle, something my dad wouldn’t notice with his back to us at the kitchen table.

It was so fleeting, I almost thought I’d imagined it.

It made my body heat, though. I followed Graham’s lead and got myself a glass of ice-cold water to have with dinner.

Now that my dad and Gracie were in bed, I wrapped myself in a blanket and snuck onto my porch to enjoy the peace. Perhaps I could properly process what was going on between Graham and me in the quiet of the night, uninterrupted.

Or, with Graham. Because I almost jumped from the sound of him sliding his porch door open to join me back here. He still wore his jeans, t-shirt, and flannel. Normal attire. I, however, wasn’t wearing pants.

I was wearing just an oversized shirt, underwear, and socks. I was snuggled in a heavy blanket, so even for a chilly winter night in northern California, I was warm enough. But as Graham approached my porch with two hot mugs of, what I assumed was tea again, I worried going sans pants tonight was unwise.

If Graham was getting ready to tell me that he didn’t want last night to happen again, knowing I was having the conversation sans pants would be a specific flavor of humiliation to add on top. He was coming closer, padding up my porch steps, when my throat started to close with anxiety. My chest felt too tight, but I didn’t want to loosen the blanket around me and show off my pants-less state, either.

He was coming, and I decided that saying something first would break the ice.

“Okay.”

Graham paused at the top of my porch steps, mugs in hand, and studied me.

Okay? Nice. Way to sound totally normal, Violet. I scolded myself. I opened my mouth to try to save my fumble, but Graham and I were alone on my back porch. Suddenly, I was flooded with memories of last night. Grunting. Moaning. The memories that haunted me all day. The memories that made my thighs clench together under my blanket.

Graham’s gaze met mine.

I sat. He stood. We just…stared at each other. A smirk spread across Graham’s lips, and I held in a whimper at how unfairly sexy he was. The guy unironically wore his hair back in a man bun or ponytail, and yet he still made my heart skip a beat.

“Not even a ‘Hello? How are you?’” Graham asked. He set the mugs on the railing and shoved his hands in his pockets.

I shrugged my shoulders. This was not my best work. I wasn’t giving him anything to work with. One thorough pounding from Graham, and I suddenly lost all my game. His eyes narrowed before he took a step toward me. I panicked and bundled up more, anxious to be so close to him again—without pants. Graham frowned and stopped. He crossed his arms and stared me down.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“I—” I gulped. “I, um—” I panicked and let my blanket fall below my chest to look casual. Then I clasped my hands over the blanket, which felt way too formal. Then I tucked them under the blanket, which felt weird to do with no pants on, so then I kept fidgeting with the edge of the blanket to figure out how my hands could look the most normal.

Graham nodded, as if understanding something, and dropped his crossed arms to start marching toward me.

“Stop it,” he spoke.

I stopped my fidgeting as he approached, startled, and asked, “Stop what?”

“Being weird.”

I frowned. “I’m not being weird.”

“You are.” He invaded my space. All of my space. Very intentionally, Graham leaned over me to brace both of his hands on the back of my patio bench. I was holding my breath, my heart thumping in my chest while my blood raced under my heated skin.

“I’m not—I just—I don’t know how to play this,” I whispered. He leaned in to brush his nose against mine before he grumbled something unintelligible. Without warning, both of his hands on the back of the bench slid toward my shoulders, cupping what wasn’t pressed against the wood. His head turned so that his lips could press underneath my jaw, and the soft scratch of his beard made my skin break out in goosebumps.

“We’re not playing anything,” Graham murmured against my skin. I swallowed, and his tongue dragged along my jawline until his lips nipped at my earlobe. “I don’t play games, Violet.” He dropped to his knees in front of me, and I thought I might pass out from the sight.

I hummed, a sound that meant nothing because I was still lost for words. Graham stared me in the eye as he dropped his hands and dragged them down my sides, over the front of my blanket, until he found the end of the fabric. He slowly snuck his hands underneath the fabric and looked surprised when he discovered that, yup, I wasn’t wearing pants. He dragged the back of his knuckles over my thighs, higher, higher, higher, until they met the fabric of my underwear.

I wasn’t sure what resolve I had, exactly. All I knew was that being completely touched by Graham, smelling his earthy, masculine musk, was melting any resolve I had.

“I don’t think I even know how to play games,” I whispered with a giggle when he traced the edge of my panties with his index finger. I reached my hands forward, looping my index fingers into the beltloops of his pants to gently tug him between my legs more. The motion made his beard tickle my neck, and I sighed from the contact.

“Good. So don’t,” Graham responded gruffly while teasing me over the fabric of my underwear. “Do you still want me, or do you want me to back off?” His question was so blunt. So straightforward. It caught me off guard that I hesitated for a second while his hands explored my most sensitive parts. Then his mouth started to explore my neck.

If I told him to back off, would he?

I knew without a doubt he would.

I just didn’t want him to.

“I w-want you,” I exhaled as I tipped my head back to give him room. Graham rumbled something deep in his chest before his finger snuck underneath the band, discovering how wet I was already. Slowly, slowly, he started circling my clit with the pad of his thumb. The band of my underwear dug into my skin as his large hand stretched it out from the inside. I didn’t hate the sensation by any means.

As Graham leaned his head back, his eyes studied how my lips parted in a gasp, how his touch heated my skin.

“Good. Because I want you, too.” Graham gently captured my lips. First, he just teased me by brushing his soft lips against mine. Careful, safe. It wasn’t until I parted mine that he became more eager. He nipped and bit and licked, and my head started to get dizzy from not taking a full breath in minutes. After a few more seconds of being consumed by him, he pulled away to look at my face again.

My super flushed, horny-looking face.

With my hands still fluttering over the belt loops at his side, he grabbed me by my underwear to yank me closer to the edge of the bench, where he started to grind his erection into me. His hands moved to grip my hips, his fingertips digging into my ass cheeks. The blanket was stuck between our stomachs, and the cold night bit at my skin from the exposure, but I didn’t mind.

I was too focused on the fact that Graham and I were dry humping, with him on his knees, and me sitting on the edge of the bench.

“But what does this mean?” I whispered, dropping my gaze to his lips. They were pinker, a higher contrast against his blond beard.

“You know what it means,” Graham murmured back. He didn’t kiss me again; instead, he used his hold on my hips to grind me against him again. My legs parted even more, desperate for any friction from him that he would give me.

“I don’t know if I do,” I gasped when he rolled his erection against the apex of my thighs firmly. Sparks of arousal shot throughout my core. We were dry humping, but he was the one maneuvering my body to his liking. Like he was grinding me into himself to get off, except I was also getting off. I was completely submissive to him, happily surrendered to control.

“It means I’m not going to hold myself back from you anymore.” His features were sharp, just like his tone as he delivered the statement, “If I want you…” He ground us together again. “I’ll find you. If you want me…” He kept his hips flexed against me. Using his hold on me, he figured out how to rub my clit against his hard-on perfectly. “You find me.”

I had my underwear on, and he had jeans on. And yet, he was still about to get me off. Heat was burning between my legs; the tell-tale signs of an orgasm started to brew inside of me.

“No one else?” I clarified through a whimper. I considered myself cool and hip, but I already knew I wasn’t into anything beyond monogamy.

“Absolutely not.” Graham almost sounded angry; his hold on my hips tightened as if in punishment. His lips lowered toward my ear, speaking low, “I’m a greedy, possessive bastard, Violet. If you’re in need, I’m the one who helps you.”

“And if I’m in need…often?” I asked, soaking in the flush of heat underneath my skin.

Graham chuckled and pulled away. I was about to groan in desperation before he stood and scooped me up, encouraging my legs to wrap around his waist, the blanket fallen and left behind on the ground. He turned and stomped down the patio steps. Across the grass, then up his own patio.

“Where are we going?”

“Somewhere you can be a little louder,” Graham replied before nudging his sliding glass door open with his foot. He managed to shut it with me in his arms, wrapped around his waist, before grinning and carrying me to his bed.

“We’re just going to have sex now? Just like that?” I asked.

“If you’ll let me,” Graham replied as he stood tall and started unbuttoning his flannel, “I’d love to fuck that orgasm you were about to have out of you.”

I dropped my mouth open and gaped at him. “Graham. That’s so dirty.”

He smirked. “Take off your clothes. I’ve been dreaming about your tits all day.”

“G-Graham!” I gasped but obviously followed his instructions. As soon as my top was off, his massive hands palmed my breasts. I couldn’t finish getting naked because of it.

“You’re a boob guy, then?” I asked, prone on my back, watching his large hands engulf my breasts. He chuckled to himself, shook his head once, as if having an internal conversation with himself.

“I’m a Violet guy, I think,” Graham replied. I didn’t have anything to say to that, but I looked up at him as he gently fondled me. He didn’t meet my gaze. Instead, he pulled back and started removing his clothes again.

“How much time do we have?” Graham asked as he pulled his shirt off and unbuttoned his jeans. God, Graham’s body was a sight to behold. He was strong, but soft. I loved how he didn’t have an unrealistic male body type. I loved how his strength was natural and not evidenced by half a dozen abdominal muscles. Sure, the male form with muscles was nice and all, but Graham was perfect with a subtle tummy. I loved it.

“What do you mean?” I asked, mesmerized by the sight of Graham getting naked in his bedroom.

“Are you needed? Your family?” Graham clarified.

I shook my head. “Gracie’s asleep; my dad’s either asleep or doing his own thing.”

Graham looked up to the ceiling and grinned.

Then he looked back at me and said, “Fuck yes. Spread your legs.”

“I can’t believe I’m seeing this side of you—” I shook my head but listened. I still had my underwear on. Graham dropped to his knees again and grasped my thighs, spreading me wide, and pulled me to the edge of the bed, “I can’t believe—oh!”

Without warning, Graham hooked my underwear to the side with his finger and dragged his tongue over my core. Then his lips sealed over that bundle of nerves, and I threw my arms over my face, embarrassed by the sounds I made as Graham ate me out.

The way his wet tongue worked over my clit, teased my opening, and lapped at my arousal was enough to make my head spin. I didn’t even realize I was that close to orgasm until I started convulsing under his mouth, biting my arm to keep from shrieking. Even one house over, I was positive I was being too loud. Perhaps the bats that lived in the trees on the edge of our backyards had flown away from my cries.

Graham hummed against me, dragging my orgasm out until I had to grasp his hair and push him away.

He stood tall and proud, looking down at me like a man who had plans. Then he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and pulled his jeans all the way down.

“You’re going to feel so good around my cock.” The way he said it almost made me convinced that he was speaking more to himself than to me. But his words impacted me like a train of lust, regardless. I crossed my legs together, surprised at how needy I still was mere seconds after an orgasm.

“Condom,” I reminded him.

He reached into his jeans and pulled out a square. “Got it.”

As I pulled my underwear all the way off, I asked, “Do you always carry those around?” How often did Graham have sex?

“I should probably lie and say that I always carry protection on me to be safe,” Graham explained as he pulled his boxers off and sheathed himself with the latex. “But the reality is that I was very hopeful that this.” He gestured between the two of us. “Wasn’t just one-sided. Now that I know it’s not, I’m making a habit of always having one.”

“Oh, okay,” I replied. I was going for nonchalant, but it came out breathy. Like I was under some horny spell. As soon as he rested one knee on the bed, I scrambled up the rest of it. He followed after me on his hands and knees, and the vision of Graham Moore crawling after me on his bed would forever be seared into my brain.

“Don’t pretend to be shy,” Graham teased as he grabbed my ankles to part my legs for him again. “As if you didn’t take me so eagerly yesterday.”

“Oh, I did. Absolutely,” I agreed. “I still feel you, actually.”

“Do you need me to go slow?” Graham asked as he positioned himself over me.

“Absolutely not.” I grinned. “I liked how rough you were with me.” He groaned at my words before notching the tip of his cock at my entrance. After lining himself up, he dropped to his elbows and grasped both of my wrists, lacing our fingers together against the mattress by my head.

“You’re not real.” Graham shook his head as he stared down at me, something vulnerable flickering across his expression. “You can’t be real.”

I lifted my legs to wrap around him again. The head of his cock disappeared inside of me. “Want me to prove it to you?” I used my heels on his thighs to nudge him deeper inside of me, and he whined from the sensation. “Fuck me, Graham.” He didn’t need to be told twice. He slammed his hips against mine, and I bit my lip to keep myself from shrieking.

“God dammit,” I moaned, tilting my head back against the mattress. “You’re huge.”

“You’re tight,” Graham retorted. He slowly dragged himself out, before entering me teasingly slow again. “So fucking wet and tight.”

“I—I said you don’t need to be gentle,” I reminded him, tilting my hips up to get him to move a little faster. Rougher.

Graham chuckled, and the sound rumbled against my breasts. His blond chest hair tickled my sensitive skin. I pressed my lips together and made a sound of desperation when he didn’t pick up the pace.

“Graham, please,” I whined. “You’re—oh.” Even though he was maintaining his pace, he thrust deeper this time, hitting something delicious inside of me. “You’re killing me.” I squeezed my fingers around him, and a bead of sweat started to trickle down my temple.

“Here’s the thing, Violet,” Graham panted as he continued to torture me. “I’ve wanted you for far too long to rush this. I have no intention to rush this with you again. I fully intend to torture you—just like you torture me.” He groaned when I clenched around him, because I was already overstimulated from oral. “The way you squeeze my cock.” I bit my lip as his words made my chest heat. “No way in hell do I want to rush through this.” He groaned as he slowly, slowly started to flex his hips at a quicker pace.

“Yes, yes, yes,” I encouraged. I was spasming around him, trying to chase my next orgasm as fast as I possibly could. “Please, please, please—keep talking.” The sound of his gruff voice, while completely covered by his massive body in missionary, unlocked hormones in me I thought were dormant until now.

“I fucking need your pussy, Vi,” Graham grunted. He stretched our arms further over my head, finding a better position for him to plank over me as his pace started to quicken even more. Deeper and deeper he thrust while I tipped my hips enough for his pelvic bone to brush against my clit just right. “I’m going to need you again—” thrust, “and again—” thrust, “and again,” thrust, thrust, thrust.

“Good,” I cried as my mouth dropped open. I was so close. “God, your cock is amazing.” Graham groaned at that, finally dropping his head on my shoulder to frantically slam his hips against mine.

“Give it to me, Vi,” Graham grunted in my ear.

I did. Warmth and throbbing pleasure erupted from where we were joined, spreading throughout my core in miraculous waves. I clenched my teeth together to keep myself from screaming too loudly, in case he had windows open anywhere in his home, but the sound I made as I came around Graham’s magical cock again was guttural and animalistic. I didn’t recognize myself as he whimpered whenever I rhythmically squeezed him again and again and again.

“Fuck,” Graham wheezed when we both came down from our climaxes. “Fuck. Holy fuck.”

“Agreed,” I gasped. He released my hands and rolled off of me, pulling out with the move. I gasped at the sensitivity of it, but then we were both prone on his bed, trying to catch our breaths.

It wasn’t until I felt my heartbeat start to get regulated again that I broke the silence.

“So. We’re fuck buddies,” I declared.

“No,” Graham stretched, groaning his words out. “I don’t fuck my buddies like that.” I snorted and rolled to my side, so that I could admire shirtless Graham with his blond messy hair, eyes closed, wide chest rising and falling with his breaths.

“So…what are we? A situationship?”

“A what?” Graham asked, rubbing his face before he looked at me. When his hazel eyes took in my nakedness in his bed, he grinned and pulled me closer.

“A situationship,” I repeated.

“What the fuck is a situationship?” Graham asked. I laughed, turning my face into his chest to hide my embarrassment.

“How have you not heard this term before?” I asked him into his pectorals. “Olivia’s never explained this to you?”

“Wait.” Graham wrapped his arms around me, pulling me in closer against his side. Our entire bodies were flush together, and I basked in how warm and comfortable snuggling with him was. “Is that the thing where you’re dating but kids don’t want to call it dating?”

“Kind of?” I brushed my hand across his chest hair; the blond strands were almost invisible in the night. A small lamp was left on in the far corner of the room, enough for us to see each other, but not bright enough to be distracting. “It’s when two people are seeing each other, but you’re not ‘official’. Like, some situationships are open, and some are closed⁠—”

“We’re closed. I mean, please, can we be closed?” Graham interrupted, squeezing me affectionally against himself. “I don’t have an interest in anyone else.”

I looked up at him and asked, “Really?”

“Yes.” Graham furrowed his brows as he stared at me. “Violet, you know I’m obsessed with you, right?”

It was as if a knife of adoration was forcefully stabbed straight into my chest. I pictured myself getting knocked to the ground from the force of it. Flailing and gasping through the pain of preciousness. I pictured my hands covering my open, bloody wound on my chest, desperate not to die from hearing Graham Moore say that he was obsessed with me.

“Me?” I gasped, pointing to myself.

“Obviously.” Graham’s eyes softened as he stared at my face. “Look,” he inhaled, lifting my hand with his chest, preparing for something. “I don’t want to rush you on anything, but I want to make it clear that I don’t want to play games with you. But I’m done pretending like I’m not fucking desperate to touch you every minute of every day.”

I swore that my heart was on the verge of exploding. I sat up, grasping for the sheet to cover my bottom half, since it was starting to get chilly now that the heat of the moment was wearing off.

“So…” I quirked my lips to the side, wondering if I was pushing it by asking for more clarification. Graham, while not generally a talker, seemed like the type to want to talk about important things, but that didn’t make talking about this any less terrifying. “You’re saying you like me, like me? Like, not just as a neighbor that you get to see naked, but like…”

Graham pressed his lips together, clearly fighting a laugh, and composed himself enough to say, “Yes. I like you, Violet. Seeing you naked is only a plus. You could revoke my privilege to see you naked right this second, and I’d still like you.” My soul was melting from the burn of both thrill and nervousness. Was I a words of affirmation love type as well? Or was it just because the endearing words were coming from him?

“I like you, too,” I whispered to him. “Like…You.” I reached over and tapped the center of his chest with my index finger.

“You mean; you like me more than just for my dad bod?” Graham quipped, patting his stomach. I jabbed my finger in his side, where he was ticklish. He yelped and wrapped his arm around my waist to tackle me back down to the bed.

“Yeah,” I nodded. “Your dad bod is perfect, and I like you. I even like how grumpy you are.”

Graham frowned. “I’m not grumpy.” I lifted an eyebrow and used my index fingers to push the corners of his lips back into a smile. He chuckled and rested his forehead on my chest. “Maybe I have been a little grumpy toward you.”

“Remember that time you got upset with me for draining the battery in your car?”

“Was I upset, or just trying to find a normal reason to come talk to you?” Graham questioned my breasts. I tugged on a lock of his hair, and he responded by lifting his face from my chest to give me a wide grin.

“Okay, so,” I swallowed, brushing his blond hair back away from his face. “We like each other.”

“We like each other,” Graham repeated.

“We’re neighbors that fuck.”

Graham snorted and said, “Yeah. Neighbors that fuck. Because we like each other too much not to.”

“Yeah,” I smiled at him, “… You’re obsessed with me.”

“Painfully,” Graham confirmed. The hard line of his eyes and mouth smoothed a little before he added, “I’m fucked, Violet.”

“Okay.” I grinned. “I’m a little obsessed with you, too.”

“This is excellent news,” Graham replied with a smirk.

“So what—oh, ugh,” I groaned and slapped a palm on my forehead.

“What?” Graham asked, leaning off of me.

“I forgot Gracie’s dad is coming this weekend.”

He blinked at me before looking to the side and muttering, “They really don’t stop thinking.”

“What?”

“Nothing.” Graham shook his head and let me sit up again, shifting next to me on the bed. “Do you need anything before he comes? Can I help?”

Words John never once uttered during our brief time together.

Words that immediately sent me into fight or flight.

“N—” I stopped myself before I could deny it.

I stared at Graham, my mind whirling, before grabbing his handsome, bearded face and slamming my lips on his. He gasped into our kiss, immediately knotting his fingers in my hair to hold me in place. It was one of those kisses that would probably gross out anyone who saw it but made me feel alive. A kiss that made me feel consumed and needed. A kiss that made me want all the things I hadn’t dared to hope for in years.

When we finally pulled away, I kept my grip on his jaw and said, “You’re my favorite.”

Graham smirked and said, “Focus, Vi. What do we need to do to get ready for Gracie’s dad to visit?” His hands dropped to my waist, teasing the ends of my hair that fell along my back.

“Step one, buy sage to cleanse after he leaves,” I replied.

Graham frowned. “Is he really that awful?”

“I mean,” I sighed heavily. “Every time I hope he isn’t, but it’s better to set the expectations low. To avoid disappointment.”

Graham squeezed my waist and whispered, “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. He’ll probably be here one night. Maybe two at most. Then that’ll be checked off for the next year.”

“If you say so,” Graham replied.

We stared at each other for a few quiet moments, and then I couldn’t help myself. I was growing addicted to Graham’s kisses. When I leaned forward to kiss him goodbye, he leaned in just as far. Meeting me halfway. Because that’s who Graham was. It was why he and Madison had such a great relationship together. It was why everyone in the town loved him.

Why I loved him.

Which was both exciting to admit to myself, but also not at all. He didn’t know I attempted to stay here long-term. Would he assume I was trying to stay in Redwood Springs because of him? Like some groupie who got dick-whipped? Would he back off when he found out I wanted to settle down here? Would he regret exploring a romance together? Or was my contract the only thing that made him feel safe exploring a relationship with me?

Additionally, if we didn’t last and he didn’t love me back, how weird would things be in this intimate town? Would I divide the town? Would I be politely invited to leave, pack up Gracie and my dad, and move again?

I wanted to ensure that everyone understood that my desire to grow roots in Redwood Springs had absolutely nothing to do with Graham Moore.

I wanted to move here long-term before we’d even officially met.

But I’d be lying to myself if I didn’t admit that being closer to the first man I fully trusted—who wasn’t my own father—wasn’t another large draw.

Eventually, I’d need to communicate all my hypotheticals and concerns with Graham, but we already made a few big steps tonight. We’d agreed to start a relationship together, and on the eve of my ex’s arrival.

Timing.

But it didn’t matter if the timing was chaotic or if I had a million other stresses on my mind. Somehow, deep in my gut, I knew that Graham would offer to hold my hand regardless. For once…the idea of having someone like that felt really good.
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Chapter Twenty-Two
GRAHAM



John Nelson, Violet Thompson’s ex, was the definition of a tool.

Especially because he did, in fact, bring a random woman with him when he showed up at Violet’s house midday. Frank and I were on the far side of my A-frame, where the rabbit house was, letting Gracie giggle and stim on the rabbits, when John pulled up the driveway with his rental Jeep.

John stepped out and ran around to the driver’s side to let his girlfriend out. I was immediately shocked that Violet ever entertained a guy like this. He must have put on one hell of an act to trick her into wasting her time with him. He had dark, perfectly trimmed hair, an athletic T-shirt men usually saved for the gym, and basketball shorts.

The blonde woman John helped out of the car had some tattoos on her arms and a nose ring. She seemed kind as Frank and I led Gracie from the side of the house to say hi to her dad. She looked a lot like Violet—if she were blonde. Which technically Violet was, underneath her blue dye.

John, clearly, had a type.

“Hi, I’m Daisy,” the woman introduced herself.

You’ve got to be shitting me.

“Hi, I’m Violet, Gracie’s mom.” Even as she introduced herself, I could have sworn Violet shared my sentiment about Daisy. “Her grandpa and Graham are bringing her—oh, hi girlie!” Violet waved when she noticed us. Frank and I each held one of little Gracie’s hands, who glared at her dad and his girlfriend when they turned around to see us.

John had dark brown eyes, like his hair, and gave me a narrowed-eyed look before dropping to his knees and opening his arms.

“Hi Gracie!” John greeted.

Gracie just stared at him.

“Gracie, this is your dad,” Frank explained to his granddaughter, also squatting low to her level. “Maybe you can say hi?” Frank tapped her iPad that hung around her shoulders. She stepped back, her glare intensifying on John. She squeezed my hand tighter. Though I was confident Gracie tolerated me because I took her on fun lawn mower rides and had cute rabbits for her to look at, I still wanted to stick my tongue out and laugh at John for his daughter’s obvious preference in the moment.

“Gracie, can I have a hug?” John asked. His smile even seemed fake. Like he had to try really hard to smile this wide for his daughter. I trusted Violet’s judgement, but seeing John desperately try to play the role of a father figure in front of his current girlfriend really underscored how pathetic this man was.

“Maybe a high-five?” I asked Gracie. She released my hand and slapped her palm against it, then took my hand again and tried to tug us back to the rabbits.

“Give her a minute,” Violet encouraged, but only smiled at Daisy. “She takes a while to warm up to people.”

“It’s true.” Frank stood and let his granddaughter pull him back to the rabbit house, explaining over his shoulder, “She barely tolerates Graham here.” Frank patted my shoulder twice before leaving. I stayed, giving Violet a questioning look. She responded with a small smile behind the backs of Daisy and John, which made me feel like staying was the right choice.

“And you are?” John asked, walking up to me with his palm out.

“Graham.” I shook his hand and resisted the urge to laugh in his face when he attempted to squeeze it tight. The way that insecure men did when they wanted to feel dominant. I had at least two inches on John and could easily crush his hand with my grip strength alone. But instead of reacting to his grip, I chose not to.

I pretended it was totally normal, that his tight grip unfazed me completely, which made the corners of his mouth tip down in a frown.

“Are you their neighbor?” John asked. Daisy, whose eyes had been bouncing between all of this the entire conversation, tipped her head to the side and stepped back to stand next to Violet.

“Yeah,” I replied.

“And client,” Violet added. “He and his brother own Moore Farms.”

“Oh, how cool.” Daisy turned to Violet to ask, “How do you like living up here? John told me this was a fairly recent move.”

“It is.” Violet smiled at the woman and waved her in. “Do you want water? Soda? Let me show you around and where you’ll sleep.”

Violet had considered the possibility that her ex would bring a plus one with no notice. Even so, all she had planned was a blow-up mattress in the living room. She wasn’t willing to kick Frank out of his bedroom, and didn’t even consider moving Gracie somewhere else so John could be in more comfortable sleeping quarters.

Could I have offered him one of my spare rooms?

Sure.

But I was petty enough not to.

John watched the two women go up Violet’s porch steps, then turned to look at me. “You’re, ah, close with Violet and my daughter?”

“I mean…” I shrugged and shoved my hands in my pockets. “They put up with me.” I had no idea if Violet wanted me to disclose our intimate relationship or not. I didn’t figure that was a priority in her concerns right now. I’d follow her lead on that front.

That made John smirk, as self-deprecation always did for men like him. It looked like he was going to be here for two nights, according to Violet. She went home last night after leaving my bedroom and told me she had a few unread texts from him explaining his plans. She and I texted back and forth a couple of times, going over preparations, before falling asleep. Today was spent cleaning her house, and me running to the grocery store to meal prep for extra mouths to feed.

And also, playing with Gracie, of course.

I followed John back inside Violet’s house, who hilariously kept looking over his shoulder, clearly surprised that I would follow him in. Violet was showing Daisy where the deflated air mattress was behind the couch and explaining how to blow it up at the end of the day. Daisy thanked Violet profusely for providing blankets and stuff and kept complimenting on how beautiful her home was.

“Did John tell you about the hike we want to do?” Daisy asked. “It’s called Reds Trail.”

I lifted my eyebrow at that. “Reds Trail?”

“Yeah.” John walked over to Daisy and slung an arm around her shoulders, but his gaze never left Violet as he said, “Day and I were hoping we could all go. As a family.”

Did he…shorten the name “Daisy?” Like how people call Violet “Vi?” This guy was so weird.

Violet looked at me and hesitated. “Uh…”

“That’s a pretty intense hike,” I interjected. I swore I saw John physically stiffen at my voice before he dropped his arm from Daisy’s shoulders and turned to look at me. “It’s twelve miles, so it takes about eight hours for the average person.”

“Oh.” Violet’s face fell. “Yeah, Gracie can’t do that yet.”

“Why?” John asked, turning back to Violet. His why didn’t sound curious, like he wanted to understand Violet’s concern. It sounded accusatory. Combative. Demanding. Like she was putting him out by suggesting their daughter couldn’t participate. Even I could pick up on the tone from his questioning, and he only said one word.

“She’s getting better at walks,” Violet explained. “But hiking all day is probably a little much for her. Hopefully soon she’ll⁠—”

“How do you know if you don’t give it a try?” John pressed. Daisy immediately shifted away from the two of them, throwing me a confused look. I ignored her and watched how Violet handled this, wondering how their dynamic worked.

“Look, Gracie’s come a long way. Her tolerance for things since we moved up here has improved a lot, but a twelve-mile hike isn’t realistic. If you two decide to go on a shorter one, maybe we can join⁠—”

“That’s, like, the only hike around here worth doing, Vi,” John argued with frustration. His demeanor sent me on edge. I wanted to rip him away from her but also didn’t want to overstep.

“That’s not true,” I chimed in again, noticing how Violet’s shoulders lowered when I inserted myself into the conversation. “There’s one close by that’s more Gracie’s speed. It’s about an hour, so even if she can’t last, it won’t be difficult to turn around and go back.”

“That’s fine with me,” Daisy interjected, resting her hand on John’s bicep. “Whatever is easier on your daughter.”

John looked down at Daisy, and I watched in real time as he worked to hide how irritated he felt from being told no. Was this really what John was like all the time? It was a conversation about hiking for fuck’s sake, and everything about John’s tone and body language looked as if he was ready for battle.

And Violet had to put up with this argumentative asshat for so long.

“It’d be best to leave around lunchtime, I think,” I added. “We can pack a picnic; it’s pretty beautiful at the end. There’s a small creek that’s safe for Gracie to splash in, without getting swept away.”

“That’s a great idea.” Daisy grinned up at me.

“Thanks, Graham.” Violet smiled at me, then turned her head toward the window when the sounds of Gracie giggling and playing with her grandpa echoed into the home. “I’m going to go check on them.”

“I’ll go with,” I told her, loving the way John’s fists clenched under his biceps after he crossed his arms. “I gotta feed the rabbits, and I want to see if Gracie wants to try.”

“Alright.” Violet turned back to Daisy to say, “Make yourself at home. Help yourself to anything in the kitchen, too.”

“Thank you all again.” Daisy grinned and wiggled her fingers while rubbing John’s back. John, however, was struggling not to openly glare at Violet and me as we left together.

When she and I made it over to my house, around the corner, Violet dropped.

I panicked, dropping with her.

She folded in on herself, wrapped her arms around her legs, and bent her head toward her body. Folded into a ball, balanced only on her feet, as she screamed into her legs.

I looked up at Frank a few yards away, whose face fell at the sight of his daughter in distress.

I rubbed Violet’s back in slow but firm circles, letting her muffle her screams, getting all of her stress out. Her back jolted, and I realized she was starting to sob a little with her cries. She was trying to hold it in, so I whispered, “Let it out.”

She did. She fell to her knees and turned toward me, allowing me to wrap her against my chest. I knelt on the grass with Violet like this while Frank and Gracie were still looking at the rabbits and squeezed Violet tightly as she hid her quiet sobs into my flannel.

Frank looked like he wanted to murder someone, and I was confident I shared his sentiment. John had been here for maybe ten minutes, and he had already managed to disrupt Violet’s nervous system this much.

“Did I make it worse?” I asked Violet in a low whisper.

She quietly shook her head as she sniffled against me.

“He’s the worst,” Violet mumbled into my chest. “The fucking worst.”

“He really is,” I agreed. That just made her sob a few more times against my chest, which made me wonder if that wasn’t the right thing to say.

“I fucked up,” Violet muttered, sneaking her hands between her face and my chest to wipe at her tears. “I really fucked up.” I shushed her and pulled her face back, cupping her rosy, tear-stained cheeks with my hands. My thumbs caught the onslaught of tears that fell in rivers down her puffy eyes.

“You did not fuck up,” I told her. “You chose to have a beautiful, brilliant, perfect kid like Gracie. That guy…” I jerked my head toward her house where John and Daisy were. “Is the one who fucked up. Not you. Not at all.”

Violet sniffled and held onto my wrists as we both knelt in the grass, allowing me to wipe whatever tears of hers away that I could. “I wish…” she sniffled, “This is awful, but I wish Gracie had a better dad.”

“She doesn’t need a better dad,” I tried to reassure her. “Gracie has you. And Frank. And Madison and Olivia. And when she’s willing, me. She doesn’t need John if that’s the energy he's going to bring to the relationship. Look at your daughter,” I told Violet. She sniffled, wiped her nose with the back of her hand, and turned her head to look at Gracie.

She was sitting on the grass, wiggling her legs and arms while giggling and smiling at the rabbits. Pure joy was saturated on the little girl’s face. She glanced up at her Grandpa, who smiled at her and said, “They’re so cute, huh?”

Gracie squealed happily, a sound my rabbits were now desensitized to. They didn’t jump and scatter from Gracie’s stimming noises. They just sniffed the air and moseyed around. Content. Gracie paused her physical stimming to scoot even closer to the rabbit house, leaning close enough to almost press her nose against the chicken wire.

“Ewww,” Frank teased, pinching his nose. Gracie looked up at him with the largest smile. “They’re so stinky!” This made Gracie cackle and begin stimming again. Then, while looking to her grandpa for a reaction, she leaned closer to the chicken wire, almost touching her nose against it again.

“Eww!” Frank repeated, making Gracie laugh. They repeated this process a few times because Gracie was thrilled with the new game. I brushed Violet’s hair behind her back and squeezed her shoulder.

“See?” I told her, “Gracie is thriving because of you. Who you allow into her life. You know what’s best for her. You don’t need to put up with some guy just because he shares DNA with your kid.” Violet turned to look at me, and even with red-rimmed eyes filled with unshed tears, flushed cheeks, and swollen lips, Violet Thompson was the most gorgeous woman I had ever had the pleasure of knowing.

“Gracie has you, Violet,” I emphasized. “And her life is full because of that alone.”

Violet’s lips quivered as she used her long-sleeved shirt to wipe her face.

What I wasn’t prepared for was for Violet to grab the lapels of my flannel and pull me down for a kiss. She was seeking reassurance, and I gave it to her. Gently brushing my lips over soft, plump ones. I would have loved to sneak my tongue in somehow, but that wasn’t what Violet needed.

So, I gently kissed her back until she pulled away first.

When she did, she sniffed and wiped her nose with her sleeve.

“Thank you,” Violet whispered. “Thanks for…being here.”

“As long as you want me,” I whispered back to her. “I’ll be with you all weekend while he’s here.”

“And after he leaves?” Violet asked.

I grinned, pressing my lips to her forehead. “Yeah.”

She beamed up at me before her face fell suddenly. Her eyes widened in realization. I was about to ask what was wrong, but the way her head whipped to the side to look at her dad and Gracie, made me suspect that she might have forgotten that we had an audience for our kiss.

Frank was staring at the two of us with a lifted brow and a crooked grin, while Gracie didn’t give a damn who her mom was kissing, because there were still bunnies for her to enjoy.

“Interesting,” Frank said to us. “Do I get my twenty bucks now?”

Violet lifted a finger at him and said, “Technically, not yet.”

“Wait.” I gently tugged on a lock of Violet’s hair and asked, “Why does he get twenty bucks?”

“He doesn’t,” Violet repeated with a shake of her head.

“Graham,” Frank scolded me. “At least take my daughter to dinner before you…” he waved his hand at us with reluctance.

“Okay, that’s cheating. Now you’re definitely not getting your twenty bucks.”
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The rest of the day was a pain because John is a petulant child and made everything much weirder than it needed to be. Even his girlfriend was starting to give him some “major side-eye,” as Olivia would say. He would go from attempting to bond with Gracie by ignoring her signals and squawks of annoyance, pissing her off enough for her to lock herself in her room, to suggesting how to parent Gracie better based on “studies” and “articles he read” that, I was pretty sure, didn’t actually exist.

He was insufferable.

John wasn’t just a tool. He was a full-blown prick. I was pretty sure he hated women based on the way he talked to Violet, and also Daisy whenever she tried to gently de-escalate whatever disagreement John would try to stir up.

I couldn’t believe this was the third time he had brought a girlfriend over to ‘show off.’ Sure, back in Orange County, it probably wasn’t as much of a trip for him to see Gracie as it was now. But the fact that John dragged Daisy twelve hours north just to show off how much of an asshat he was to his ex-wife and daughter was mind-boggling.

John gave me funny looks all day, especially in the evening when I started cooking dinner for everyone. Frank, clearly unable to suffer the presence of John for too long, volunteered to help me in the kitchen. I wasn’t positive, but based on how everyone interacted, I wondered if Violet had scolded Frank in the past for being rude to John. Frank seemed to bite his tongue a lot. Especially whenever John would get combative. Violet generally had no problem standing up for herself, based on what I witnessed. So, while Frank joined me in the kitchen, Violet stayed with John and Daisy in the living room. Later, when I handed Violet the purred carrots I made specifically for Gracie’s Mac n Cheese, John locked in on that moment like a dog sniffing for blood.

“What are you doing?” John’s nose crinkled at the sight of Violet pouring a few ounces of pureed carrot into Gracie’s Mac n Cheese bowl and mixing it in.

“This is how we sneak vegetables into Gracie’s diet,” Violet explained. Daisy, continuing to show everyone just how much she was settling by being with John, grinned and hyped Violet up.

“That’s so smart! And she eats it all, no problem?”

“Yeah.” Violet smiled back at Daisy. “Graham came up with the idea, actually. We started with the tiniest amount at first, so she wouldn’t notice a huge difference, and we’ve been adding a little more each time. Now she basically eats a whole carrot with every bowl of mac n cheese.”

“That’s amazing!” Daisy clapped her hands quietly.

“She should just learn to eat carrots, though.” John frowned at the mac and cheese bowl. Everyone in the kitchen stilled, including Frank, whom I heard mutter “For fuck’s sake” as he started rinsing the mac n cheese pot in the sink.

“I mean, yeah. That’s obviously the goal.” Violet shrugged as she walked past them toward Gracie’s room. Violet cracked the door open and informed her daughter of dinner. Afterward, Violet closed the bedroom door and set Gracie’s bowl on the table.

“Gracie isn’t going to join us?” John asked, eyeballing the chicken and vegetables I was preparing for everyone.

“Meeting new people is hard for her. It’s best to let her come eat if it’s her own decision, instead of pressuring her. The goal is for her to eat dinner, not protest it,” Violet explained, taking plates of dishes and setting the table with them. Daisy immediately stepped in to take plates and dishes to the table, too. John, however, sat in a chair like an ass.

“It’s just…” John gave Violet a condescending look. “We traveled all the way up here to see her.”

“Well,” Violet sighed and rested her hands on her hips. “I don’t know what to tell you.”

“It’s okay—” Daisy chimed in while setting a plate in front of John.

“Stop,” John snapped at Daisy. She snapped her hand back as if John burned her with his words. “Vi, can I talk to you?”

John stood from his seat and gestured toward the kitchen’s back door. Every muscle in my body tensed from the idea of John and Violet arguing in the backyard alone. Violet stiffened, and her face turned red before crossing her arms.

“John, can we please not⁠—”

“Why are you acting condescending toward me? Don’t you see me trying? Instead, you're fighting me on everything I say! Every suggestion I make, you make me look like an idiot. I’m her dad, too, but it’s like you don’t even care!” John whined, like the little bitch boy he was.

Daisy’s lips parted, and she quietly stepped back from John and glanced between Violet and him, realization dawning on her face. I hoped that her realization was the fact that John was awful, but I unfortunately wasn’t a mind reader.

“John,” Frank interjected. “Take a breather.”

“I’m fine.” John rolled his eyes at Frank, which made me remember Frank’s words months ago. Establishing mutual respect is impossible with someone who prioritizes their ego and pride over everything else. “I just think Violet and I should talk⁠—”

“Absolutely not.” I blurted. I’d had enough.

Everyone turned to look at me, standing at the stove with an apron and serving spoon in my hand. Perhaps I should have conferred with Violet if my suspicion that she didn’t want anyone to fight her battles for her was correct. But this had gone on too long, and it hadn’t even been a full day. She could yell at me later.

“What?” John questioned, his face getting pink.

“You’re not talking to Violet alone.” I flicked my gaze over to Violet. “Not that I’m trying to speak for you.” I focused back on the shit stain. “You haven’t been here for a full twelve hours, and you’ve been nothing but unbearable. You’re extremely rude toward the mother of your child, and also to your girlfriend, whom you dragged all the way up here.”

Daisy’s shoulders rose as she crossed her arms; a divot formed in her brow.

Violet just looked at me as if I could save her. Perhaps speaking up for her wasn’t going to make her mad at me after all.

“I’m sorry, but who the fuck even are you, man?” John gestured toward me and glared at Violet. “Seriously? Who is this guy? Why is he even here?”

“Graham is here because I want him here,” Violet seethed. John’s eyes widened in anger, his mouth snapped shut, and a vein bulged in his neck. “Graham is here because he actually gives a shit. Graham has been more involved and more caring and considerate than you’ve ever been in the years I’ve been cursed to know you.”

Daisy bit her lip, her eyes dancing between the two of them. Frank was next to me, both of his palms braced on the marble of the countertop, grinning at his daughter.

“Seriously? You moved away—” John was interrupted by Violet cackling, gripping the roots of her hair with her hands in astonishment.

“Yeah, we moved away. And when you went to court to try to stop us, the judge laughed in your face and signed off on us moving! Do you realize how difficult it is for a dad to have little to no parental rights in the state of California? A 50/50 state? That’s how much of an uninvolved loser you’ve been since Gracie was born!” Daisy narrowed her gaze at John, and I suspected that perhaps the guy hadn’t been entirely honest about his relationship with Violet and Gracie.

“That’s not true!” John yelled at Violet. He took a step or two closer to her with his finger pointed in her face. It made me slam my serving spoon down and rip off my apron. John ignored me, though, continuing to raise his voice at Violet, “You never reach out to me and invite me to participate—” He was cut off by my fist grabbing the collar of his shirt. “What the fuck⁠—”

“You’re done.” I didn’t raise my voice. I schooled my features and kept my tone normal, but firm. “You need to cool off.” I marched us past Daisy and through the living space, dragging John out of Violet’s front door and onto his porch. I threw him on the one bench that sat in front of the window.

“Fuck you—” John started, but I smirked at him and slammed the front door shut, deadbolting it immediately. I turned around and marched back through the living room, where Frank, Violet, and Daisy all stood there in silence. Shellshocked.

John pounded on the front door, then shouted, “Seriously?” and gave up. I thought I heard him march down the front steps and onto the gravel driveway, but I didn’t let him concern me. That fuck could get lost and die in the woods for all I cared. He’d be more useful as fertilizer, anyway. I got one last plate served and set it on the table, then glanced around at everyone.

Frank was grinning from ear to ear, Violet looked at me like I hung the moon, and Daisy looked at me with defeated and apologetic eyes.

“I’m so sorry,” Daisy whispered to the room, hugging herself.

“Don’t be.” Violet finally moved from her spot to rub Daisy on the shoulder. “His behavior isn’t your responsibility.” Daisy’s eyes watered, but she did a good job holding them back.

“I’m just so embarrassed,” Daisy muttered.

“Girl, imagine how I feel,” Violet snickered, making Daisy smile in camaraderie. Then the two women walked toward the dinner table and took their seats. When Violet sat next to me, she leaned in and squeezed my thigh, kissing me with a smack on my cheek.

“Thank you,” Violet whispered. I kissed her cheek back and offered her the pitcher of lemonade I had prepared for the meal.

We had quietly started digging in when Gracie’s bedroom door creaked open.

Silently, the five-year-old padded into the dining room and walked around the table until she saw her bowl of Mac n Cheese. Gracie grinned, set her play iPad on the table with a thunk, and crawled into her seat before digging into her meal.

“Good job, big girl.” Violet reached over to brush some of Gracie’s blonde curls out of her face.

“You two are doing awesome with her,” Daisy murmured, watching Violet interact with her daughter. I blushed at the implication that I was a parent to Gracie as well, but Violet didn’t bother correcting her. “The next time I’m around someone with a kid who is a picky eater, I’m going to suggest they try your pureed vegetable method. Seriously, that’s genius.”

“Violet’s done all the work,” I said. “I just got here.”

“But, Graham is the best,” Violet hummed around a bite of her chicken.

I wanted to puff out my chest in pride. I wanted to run laps around Redwood Springs, knocking on all my friends’ doors, yelling, “Violet thinks that I’m the best!” but quietly accepting her compliment was probably the best way to go.

“He is,” Frank agreed, giving me a wink as he dug into his vegetables. “We’re lucky to have him.” The words felt heavy coming from Frank. Not in a negative way, but in a significant way. Daisy gave all of us a wistful look as she quietly ate her meal. Somehow, even with the tension simmering on the front porch, we all managed to have a very pleasant hour and a half while John was locked out of the house.

Violet was still able to joke around and lighten the mood. Daisy felt comfortable matching her energy. Gracie giggled at her show on her iPad but also engaged and played with her mom when she was being silly. Frank’s booming laughter was able to fill in the cracks of discomfort that we all probably had in the wake of John.
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VIOLET



Graham let John back in after Gracie finished eating and ran off to her bedroom to play with her toys. Before he did, Daisy, whom I felt terrible for, quietly said she was going to leave in the morning, but asked us not to tell John until after she was gone.

“I haven’t seen this side of him,” Daisy explained. “I can’t believe he hid this part of himself so well.”

“It’s okay,” I reassured her. “He’s good at acting charming and normal. We get it.”

My dad insisted that he sleep on the floor of Gracie’s room. He considered John’s outbursts to be of concern, and we worried that Graham literally putting John in time-out would make him escalate more. None of us loved the idea that John was only a wall away from Gracie in the living room. When I originally suggested sleeping on the floor of Gracie’s room, my dad shook his head and insisted he’d do it.

If John did do something insane, like try to take Gracie just to spite everyone, he’d hesitate before confronting my dad more than me.

Graham insisted he stay the night with me, too. My dad didn’t blink twice at the suggestion, seemingly totally fine with this new development in mine and Graham’s relationship. That meant I spent the entire night as the little spoon to Graham’s massive, warm, soothing big spoon. His embrace is what helped me get some sleep that night.

The next morning, while Graham was making breakfast and Gracie was happily humming and shoving spoonfuls of oatmeal in her mouth, my dad offered to take Daisy to the grocery store to get things for the hike we wouldn’t be going on.

It was a lie to take her to the tiny Redwoods Springs airport (it literally only had one gate) so that she could fly back to Orange County. Daisy assured us she had friends ready to meet her in Orange County and take her to John’s house, where she could gather her things and leave her keys.

She was one hundred percent done, and I loved her for it.

We exchanged numbers before Daisy left, so she could let me know she made it home safely. It wasn’t until my dad came back almost two hours later that John questioned where Daisy was, and in response, Graham grabbed John’s bag and shoved it at his chest.

“Get out,” Graham told John in a low tone. “And don’t you fucking think about calling Violet again to see Gracie. I’m serious, man. You’re done.” Graham had a couple of inches on John and wasn’t above using his massive frame to step into John’s personal space and intimidate him with unwavering eye contact. “You don’t get to do this anymore. If you’re ever serious about seeing Gracie again, you better be ready to lawyer up, because we will.”

A warm bubble burst in my ribs at Graham sending John on his way.

I had told my dad years ago to back off when it came to John and me, because I wanted to prove that I could handle things myself. That I didn’t need my dad to save me.

As a result, I had spent years fighting John, determined to give him chance after chance, desperately hoping that he’d mature or improve or change enough to be part of Gracie’s life legitimately. But I realized with this visit that it would never happen. Something flipped in John when we moved away, a wound to his pride that could be dangerous if left unchecked. The fact that he felt so comfortable behaving that way in front of my dad, Graham, and his own girlfriend was scary.

John’s face turned red, and I could tell that he was working himself up again. He was probably wondering if it was worth it to cuss us out and start yelling. But Graham stepped in front of me, the message clear. Don’t even think about it. John rolled his eyes and stormed out of the house, slamming the front door shut behind him.

I felt like I had another member on my team. Someone willing to stand by me and defend me and Gracie without hesitation.

Someone who wanted to work with me, not against me.

It was a foreign feeling, but I didn’t want it to be.

I wanted to be able to rely on someone like I was able to rely on Graham. I was still wrapping my head around the reality of how quickly and unapologetically Graham stepped in. He even went out of his way to emphasize his place.

Not that I’m trying to speak for you, Graham had said. Who knew I was the kind of woman who swooned when a big, scary guy stuck up for me against a smaller, shitter guy?

Even Gracie perked up when John was finally out of the house. Perhaps his popping in and out of her life like this for years had been just as harmful for her as it was for me. Maybe I was messing up by allowing him to bulldoze his way in, pretend he gave a shit, and storm out on an annual basis.

Nonspeaking autistic children were much more observant than a lot of adults gave them credit for. It wouldn’t surprise me if Gracie knew that the adults in her life were stressed with John around. Maybe she picked up on John’s vibes all by herself.

Around lunchtime, my dad offered to take Gracie on a walk down to Laurel’s Coffee Shop, and as soon as I saw them disappear around the corner of the driveway, I grabbed Graham’s hand and dragged him across the gravel drive and into his house.

“What are—” Graham’s question was cut off when I slammed the door shut and jumped him, slamming my lips against his. His massive hands engulfed my ass so that I could wrap my legs around his waist. He pressed me against the back of his front door, opening his lips so I could drag my tongue against his.

We were making out like horny teenagers, and I loved it.

Graham Moore said he was obsessed with me?

Well, I wanted to be completely consumed by him.

“Thank you,” I gasped in between our frantic, open-mouthed kisses. “Thank you.”

“For wha—” Graham let me interrupt him with my tongue in his mouth, and he groaned his submission. He gripped my ass cheeks enough to pull us away from his front door, but he was only able to make it to the couch. He lay me down on my back, but before he could crawl on top of me, I shoved his shoulders.

“Sit back,” I gasped. “Sit up.”

Graham pinched his brows in confusion but didn’t question me. He sat back on the corner of his leather couch, resting an arm on the back and one on the side. I grinned like a Cheshire cat and adjusted my position so that I could crawl toward him.

Without a word, I shoved his flannel off of his shoulders. Before he could shrug out of it, I pulled his t-shirt up, too. I wanted him completely topless for this. Graham followed my silent prompts, and when he reached forward to pull my shirt off, I stopped him.

“Feet on the ground, and both of your hands on the back of the couch,” I said. I guided his hands over his shoulders, showing him exactly what I wanted him to do. Graham’s breath wheezed out of him with a dramatic whoosh at my command.

“Fuck,” Graham wheezed as his hooded gaze watched me. “Fuck me.”

Graham looked delicious as he clutched the back of the couch. His biceps popped in this position, giving me an unobstructed view of his torso. His chest and stomach flexed with the movement. He was a large man, his pecks wide and rounded as he looked down at me. My gaze found the very subtle dips on his hips that pointed exactly where I was aiming to go.

I unzipped his jeans, maintaining eye contact as I tucked a hand underneath his boxers.

He was already so hard.

“Have you thought about this?” I asked, stroking him. His hips flexed the tiniest bit as I squeezed his arousal. A pained whimper got stuck in his throat as he licked his lips and nodded.

“Yes,” he breathed his response. I pulled him out, keeping my eyes on his, and licked him slowly from root to top. Graham threw his head back on the couch and groaned out a loud, “Fuck.”

“I plan to,” I murmured against the underside of his shaft, my lips teasing the sensitive vein I could see. “But I want to tease you first.” Then I swallowed him.

Blow jobs were not a favorite activity of mine. It wasn’t a thing I actively sought out. Not that it was unpleasant to perform. It just wasn’t something I cared to give most men—especially if it was just a hookup.

But with Graham, I wanted to give him this. It was the first time in my entire life that I was excited to do this for a man. I needed him to come undone from me. I loved watching him flex his arms as he struggled to maintain his hold on the back of the couch. I loved how his hips kept twitching, because he was fighting the urge to thrust up into my mouth.

I loved hearing his breath stutter every time I tested how deep I could take him.

“Vi—Violet—” Graham panted. “You gotta stop—I’m gonna⁠—”

I slowly, slowly popped off him. The sound was wet and crude, and I went out of my way to lick the underside of him again with the tip of my tongue.

“Oh god,” Graham gasped with his eyes squeezed closed.

“No, no,” I shook my head once and kissed his tip. “I’m worshipping you right now.”

Graham chuckled at that, shaking his head as he looked down at me.

“Do you have a condom in your wallet?” I asked him. He responded by lifting his hips enough for me to reach into his back pocket to get his wallet out, keeping his hands where they were. “Good boy.”

“God damn,” Graham grunted. I guess the visual of me taking out the condom and tearing it open with my teeth did it for him. “I think I might die.”

“Not until I’m done with you.” I shook my head at him and smiled. “I want you to feel so good.” Graham just breathed and nodded wordlessly. I wasn’t sure how much time I’d have, if my dad would linger at Laurel’s or not. This made my striptease a bit quicker than I would have preferred, but it seemed to be a non-issue, since Graham’s hooded eyes and flushed face were focused on every move I made anyway.

“One more thing,” I added as I stepped out of my underwear but kept my dark green bra on. “You can’t move.”

“What?” Graham’s gaze lifted from my breasts to my face. I slowly stepped between his legs and wiggled my finger back and forth at him.

“Keep your hands there; let me have fun with you.”

“Fuck,” Graham gasped as I covered him with the condom. “You’re perfect.” Just like that, my sexy dominant persona fractured the tiniest amount just from his praise. Because that’s who I was now. A thirty-something woman who internally crumbled in defeat as soon as Graham Moore spoke highly of me—even while mostly naked.

I tried to compose myself with a smirk and a strategic tuck of my hair behind my ear, but my heart was beating out of my chest. My blood was pumping too fast in my veins. Sand was rushing in my ears as I straddled Graham’s lap and lined him up with my aching core.

“Remember,” I leaned in slowly, the rush of my arousal and the thumping of my heart the only sound in the room as I dropped my lips close to Graham’s ear, “Hold. Still.”

Slowly, I dropped on him.

Graham, in response, bit his bottom lip as a sheen of sweat formed on his brow.

His length stretching me enough to fit was delicious. His barely contained control ignited a match in me. I wanted to unravel him, inch by inch. A little because I wanted payback for how he tortured me a couple of nights ago.

But mostly because of the love of the game.

I wasn’t frantic or hurried—though I should have been with the time we had.

When I finally seated myself on his thighs, fully impaled, I released a shocked giggle at how well we fit together. I cupped Graham’s jaw; his beard threaded through my fingers, and I slowly started rocking against him. His gasps were sawing in and out of his chest as I moved; the friction between us was dazzling.

I wasn’t going to last long at all.

I didn’t remember the last time I had sex with this much prolonged eye contact, but it worked for us. A bead of sweat dripped down his temple right as a flush coated my entire body, seconds before I couldn’t hold it back anymore. I attempted to hold his eyes as long as I could, but the bomb of pleasure that detonated inside of me made me lose control. I somehow managed to keep rocking on him through my orgasm, grasping the back of the couch as our chests became flushed.

A low groan in my ear accompanied his own release, throbbing deep inside of me.

I didn’t get up after we both finished, but Graham did release his hold on the back of the couch and wrap me in his arms. He even managed to bury his face between my neck and shoulder, breathing me in as I struggled to catch mine.

“Thank you,” Graham whispered into my neck. His words made me laugh.

“It’s not like I was put out,” I responded into his shoulder.

The sound of a car door opening and slamming shut made us both freeze.

Feet stomping up the steps of Graham’s porch made me push myself off him, disconnecting us. We both hissed from the drag of him leaving my body. I scrambled for his large flannel and threw it over myself, right as the doorknob started to jiggle.

“Vi—” Graham tucked himself, condom and all, back into his jeans and reached toward me, but it was too late. In my panic, I rushed toward his hallway to hide, catching my foot on an end table, and completely eating it on the floor. “Fuck!”

“Hey, it’s me—,” Olivia swung the front door open wide with her approach; her dark eyes bulged in shock at the sight of me pushing myself up off the floor. Thankfully, Graham’s flannel was draped over most of my naked body.

But then Graham also caught his foot on the end table, falling on top of me. I flattened myself and covered my head, bracing myself to be crushed by two hundred and fifty pounds of farmer, when his palms and elbows slammed on either side of me instead. He caught most of his weight but cursed under his breath from the impact on his arms.

“What the fuck is happening?!” Olivia gasped and ran over to us, fear tightening her features at the sight of her dad and me collapsing on the ground.

“We’re good!” I peeked out from underneath Graham’s massive body and gave her a thumbs up.

“Olivia—” Graham groaned when his daughter grabbed his bicep to help him roll off of me.

“What are you—ohmygodwereyoufucking?!” Olivia gasped and shot back from us like lightning. She sat back on her butt, scooting away from the two of us on her hands and feet like a crab. She couldn’t get away from us fast enough. When her face twisted in horror, and she started wiping her hands on her shirt to get our cooties off of her, I lost it and started laughing.

Resting my forehead on my hands, I cackled into Graham’s hardwood floor. Concealed only by his oversized flannel. Next to me, Graham also started chuckling. He stayed prone on his back, one arm resting over his eyes as he giggled about the predicament.

“Oh my god,” Olivia grumbled and couldn’t retreat further because of the back of the couch, so she resorted to covering her eyes with her hands. “Violet, please tell me you have clothes on under my dad’s shirt.”

I screeched my next round of laughter. Tears were ripping down my face.

This was all just so ridiculous.

All the stress of the last twenty-four hours was finally dissipated from my body; I didn’t know what else to do besides just laugh. My daughter’s BI just walked in on me fucking her dad. This couldn’t possibly get any more horrifying for all parties involved.

“I’m so sorry,” I wheezed into my hands.

“I’m out,” Olivia declared, scrambling to her feet. “Are you both okay enough to get up all by your nasty selves?”

“It wasn’t that nasty,” I replied.

Olivia screeched in horror at the same time Graham’s laughter boomed out of him. Olivia ran out of the front door, slamming the door behind her as she did. Graham and I lay there laughing for a few moments, and I lifted my head enough to watch him. The joy projecting from his expression made me revel in my own.

“This is so embarrassing,” I managed to say through my giggles.

“We’re appalling,” Graham agreed through his laugh, scraping his hair back from his head to give me a grin. “How’s your foot?”

“Throbbing,” I replied. “Yours?”

“Probably bruised as hell, just like my elbows.”

“Alright,” I sighed, finally pushing myself up off the ground. “Let’s get some ice for ourselves.”
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Things went smoothly the next few weeks, and spring was starting to tease the atmosphere with sunnier and warmer days. The beach strawberries were ready to be plucked, and we were finally able to test the shakers on the first few almond trees that seeded a little early.

Everything was working smoothly. Kenny and the guys in the fields were able to operate the tractors and machinery themselves, with few questions or clarifications. It was reaching the point where my job on the fields was more supervisory than hands-on, because so many bugs were snuffed out thanks to Mary and Zaid fixing them. It was smart of Brandon to test the first few products on his family farm because launching this tech nationwide with the number of fixes and replacements we needed to address would have been devastating to deal with over hundreds of other farms.

The halfway point of my contract was approaching quickly, which made me get in touch with a realtor—Shelly, Mrs. Chase’s wife. She was very thrilled at the idea of us sticking around Redwood Springs, even though it was the first time I had formally met the woman.

Shelly and I looked at a few places, but a lot of them needed a lot of work done, and I didn’t want Gracie to live in a construction zone. The problem with small towns? The complete lack of available real estate.

Before we looked at a couple of places with my dad, I asked him and Shelly not to mention this to Graham. I was pretty confident the town knew that Graham and I were “together” in some capacity at this point, but I didn’t want Graham or anyone in Redwood Springs to think that moving out of Sun Steer Housing and buying a place for my dad and me meant that I was dick-whipped by Graham.

I wanted this decision to be our own.

Unrelated to Graham at all.

“I take it things are going well?” Signe asked at the end of the FaceTime call. She was much bigger now, due in less than a month. She had experienced a few false contractions, and her doctor put her on bed rest to keep the little one cookin’ for as long as possible.

“Yes,” I replied. “Are you and Zaid ready for another roommate?”

“I mean…” Signe quirked her lips to the side and glanced around. “We’ve set up the bassinet and changing table. Stocked the place with diapers, wipes, and burp cloths. We’ve redecorated enough. The bedroom especially feels better to sleep in.” She smiled as she looked around. Zaid and Signe moved in together near the beginning of her pregnancy, since she was in a studio and he was in a two-bedroom. He converted his home office into a nursery.

“Was his bedroom not to your taste before?” I asked her.

“Not exactly,” Signe replied with a giggle. I was missing something, but I didn’t press her for clarification. “And how are things going for you and your little one?”

“Amazing,” I leaned back on my bed and crossed my ankles. “I think Gracie’s favorite animal is a bunny.”

“She’s right for that.” Signe nodded solemnly. “Bunnies are adorable.”

“Did I tell you that Graham has bunnies?” I asked her.

“No, he does? Ugh, that man is so sweet,” Signe sighed wistfully.

“He does. They stay in a large bunny cage that he built on the side of his house. It has two stories. Anyway, he and my dad have been working with Gracie on interacting with them. So far, they have gotten her to help feed them and refill their water. She loves helping and gets so excited every time we say the word ‘bunny’.’”

“Stop it.” Signe closed her eyes. “I’m picturing that large man helping your cutie little daughter feed bunnies and my ovaries are melting.”

“That’s exactly how I react too.” I laughed.

“How is your unrequited crush going?” Signe asked, wincing as she adjusted her seat on the bed. She eventually settled her phone on her stomach.

I hadn’t told anyone back in Orange County about Graham and me. It felt nice just…being in our own little world. Our routine was so perfect, and it made me feel outrageously spoiled. Every morning, Graham would drive us to work after making us vanilla lavender coffees to go. Then we’d get home, my dad or I would get Gracie from school, and we’d play or have therapy with Olivia or go on a walk, and then Graham and I would make dinner.

Okay, no. Graham would make dinner, and he would give me the easiest, least fuck-up-able tasks to assist so that I felt like I was contributing.

He slept in my bed more often than not. Like, actual sleeping.

Obviously, we had sex much more often than either of us had had before, but what I loved about sharing a bed with Graham Moore, was that the pressure of sex was never there. If one of us was exhausted from the day and just wanted to crash, the other one wasn’t put out by it at all. Falling asleep snuggled up with him provided some of the best full nights’ sleep I’d ever had.

On weekends, Graham and I would make little date nights on my back porch under the stars, now that the nights weren’t as frigid. We would still have to wear layers, but carving out an hour of our night just to sit in peace and catch up and enjoy each other’s company topped any of the expensive dinner dates I had ever been taken on back in Orange County.

Everything Graham did felt very intentional. He was the kind of guy who could make something as simple as a tea and cookie date on my back porch, surrounded by outdoor blankets and pillows and twinkle lights he hung on the railing, feel like a luxury getaway.

That’s what it was like being with Graham. He elevated my life. And my dad and daughter’s life, too.

He found Gracie a kickass Speech Language Pathologist to keep up with her AAC usage, and they visit our home twice a week to play with Gracie and expand her communication. She was tapping more sentences now, instead of just her main ones.

She also, at some point over the last few weeks, accepted Graham as a safe adult in her circle. Perhaps it was due to his access to her favorite bunnies. Perhaps it was the weekly lawnmower rides he took her on every Sunday morning. Maybe she just loved Graham, just as I did.

I was completely and painfully in love with Graham.

I was doomed. If Graham and I ever broke up, I was terrified thinking about how I could recover from such a love.

The only person in Orange County who knew about Graham and me was Daisy, who I’d kept in touch with since she left. I was grateful for our new friendship, considering I needed someone to gush about Graham to who wasn’t his daughter, ex-wife, or my dad. Daisy was also cool as hell. I followed her on social media, and she had a whole series dedicated to throwing pottery. I even showed Graham a few of her videos, since he and his friends were into pottery, too.

Thankfully, Daisy managed to sneak into John’s apartment, grab all her things and bail before he managed to drive back. She even went out of her way to change her locks for good measure, since he kept making new accounts to message her on after she blocked him.

“Violet,” Signe’s voice pulled me from my thoughts. “You good?”

“Yeah.” I rubbed my eyes. “Just a little sleepy. I’ve been staying up late.”

“Are you getting ready for another big move again? You’re on the downhill of your contract.”

“Yeah,” I lied. I had no idea how to tell my friends that: one, I was sleeping with Brandon’s brother; and two, that I had no intention of moving back. Until there was something to tell, I kept my plans to myself. “I should probably go to sleep soon—so should you, by the way.”

“I have a few copy edits to finish before I can.” Signe yawned, giving me an excellent view of her tonsils. “But yeah, I should probably work on that.”

“I can’t wait to read this one!” I shimmied happily against my headboard. “I loved your other one—minus the Zaid of it all.”

“Please.” Signe rolled her eyes. “Zaid and Zayne are like, two completely different people.”

“I had to block the title of your book because my feeds kept getting flooded with horny fan art of your boyfriend,” I informed her.

Signe laughed and shrugged. “You’re missing out. It’s good stuff.”

My phone buzzed with an email, and after telling Signe goodbye, I opened it.

It was from Jacqueline.

Ms. Thompson,

Attached is your itinerary for your flight to Orange County on Monday and your return on Tuesday. Please note the changes in the schedule.

Regards,

Jacqueline Williams

Chief Human Resources Officer

Sun Steer Technologies

I frowned, checked on the changes she made, and immediately texted her.

Me: Why am I only meeting with you and not the team? I thought the point of me flying back was to report my progress.




Jacqueline: I need to meet with you first.




A pit started to form in my stomach. Something wasn’t right.

Me: Do I get to know why?




I had to watch the three dots indicating that Jacqueline was typing and deleting her message for the longest several minutes of my life.

Jacqueline: As CHRO, it’s best to wait until the meeting on Monday to discuss.




Jacqueline: As your friend, it might have something to do with the anonymous allegations Brandon received this week.




Dread made my veins turn to ice. A sharp stab of panic slashed down my spine, making me sit up away from my headboard as I read her text. Every muscle in my body locked, and my vision practically tunneled reading her text.

Me: Allegations?




Jacqueline: About you and Graham.




I clutched my chest; my lungs couldn’t get enough air in them. I kept blinking, hoping I was misreading Jacqueline’s texts, but I wasn’t.

John. He would email my boss about me sleeping with a client. He would one hundred percent. Disclosing my private relationship with my boss could get me fired, send us back to Orange County, and disrupt our lives enough for him to feel proud of himself.

It would also negatively impact my romantic relationship with Graham. If John wanted to light a match to everything that brought me peace of mind since we moved away, telling my boss I was sleeping with a client would be the best way to do it.

Honestly, I was a little surprised John didn’t think to do this sooner.

“That fucker.” I wheezed, desperate to get enough oxygen in my lungs to rage. “That soft-penised fuck.”

“Whoa.” Graham’s voice made me jump out of bed. He was letting himself in through the sliding door after getting changed in flannel pajama bottoms and a plain white cotton T-shirt. Like he had every night the last few weeks since John’s visit. “Who has a soft penis?”

“No one.” I started pacing across the room, rereading Jacqueline’s texts again and again and again. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

“Hey.” Graham’s voice lowered with concern. He tried to rest his hands on my shoulders, but I quickly dodged his touch, too frantic and stressed to receive it. “What’s wrong? What’s going on?”

“I think John told Brandon about us.” I couldn’t look at Graham. I was too anxious. I had to wait until the day after tomorrow to talk with Brandon and know what he wanted to say to me about it. I might have an ulcer formed in my stomach by that point. “My presentation was canceled, and now I only have a meeting with HR when I go into the office.”

Graham was quiet as he watched me pace back and forth.

“Shit.” I scraped a hand down my face as I struggled to make sense of my thoughts. My emotions were at the wheel here, but I couldn’t take over. Surges of panic, anxiety, and fear kept slamming into me over and over again. As if a tsunami of all my bad decisions that I’d made since moving here bodied me at once.

“Okay,” Graham muttered. “Okay. It’ll be okay.”

I threw my head back and cackled, sarcastically, “Easy for you to say.”

“I’m serious.” Graham stepped forward and caught me by my biceps this time. “It’ll be okay. I can call Brandon and⁠—”

“No,” I begged with a shake of my head. “Please don’t do that.”

“Vi—” Graham looked so distraught; I almost felt bad putting my foot down like this.

“Look, this is my job.” I shrugged, lifting his hands with my movement. “This is my mess. How can I be taken seriously if my boyfriend tries asking my boss not to fire me?” Graham’s mouth parted as if he had a retort, but as his hazel eyes flicked between my gaze, he slowly closed his lips in understanding.

“I have to take care of this myself,” I whispered. “This is my career, how I provide for my dad—for Gracie—oh shit—” I dropped my phone on the bed so I could cover my face with my hands, stress tears starting to sting my eyes. Graham wrapped me in his embrace, tucking me between his pecks as he held me tight.

“How can I help?” Graham asked in a low murmur.

“… I don’t think you can,” I whispered back. I sucked in a shaky breath and forced myself to push away from him, freeing myself from the safety of his hug. “I think I just…need to take accountability. I slept with a client. My first client at SST.” As I said the words, something cold settled in my chest. Realization, maybe? Or perhaps this was reality hitting me. I had royally doomed my career at Sun Steer Tech. “… How could I be trusted to work for others?”

“No, no.” Graham shook his head and stepped back into my space, cupping a large hand around the back of my neck to get me to look up at him. “It’s not that simple, Vi.”

“Isn’t it, though?” I asked him. “I had one job, and fucking the client wasn’t on the to-do list. In fact…” I laughed humorlessly. “Fucking the client was specifically something I wasn’t supposed to do.” I remembered Nicole encouraging me not to. Repeatedly.

“You and I both know we aren’t just fucking, Violet,” Graham murmured.

“But on paper, that’s what it is,” I argued, shrugging out of his hold. “Look, I need to figure some things out. I might get fired on Monday, and if I do, I need to have a backup plan ready to go.”

“You might not get fired,” Graham insisted. “We don’t know how the meeting will go⁠—”

“You’re saying you wouldn’t fire me?” I challenged, grabbing my laptop off of my desk and tossing it on my bed. I needed to update my resume tonight and start browsing jobs all over the state. But if we had to leave Redwood Springs, Orange County was the only real option to go back to. Because Gracie would be familiar with it.

Maybe I could get lucky and find an apartment in the same complex we used to live in. Rent would be roughly a thousand more a month than we were paying before, but at least Gracie would feel safe after moving again.

“I’m saying don’t jump to conclusions before you meet with Brandon.”

“You mean HR,” I whispered, sitting on the edge of my bed. “You should probably sleep at your place tonight,” I told Graham, keeping my eyes on the screen. “I’m going to be up for a while.”

He released a heavy sigh and asked, “Do you want me to?”

“No.” I shook my head, but squeezed my eyes shut to avoid looking at him. “But I have a lot to figure out right now, and I can’t have you hovering here trying to make it all go away for me.”

Fuck.

That sounded way harsher than I intended. A different spike of fear stabbed my chest, one that I was all too familiar with. When I unintentionally hurt someone that I cared about.

I snapped my eyes open, taking in the wounded expression on Graham’s face.

Here it comes, I thought. The fight. The first real fight we’d have as a couple. I’d pushed him too far. I didn’t prioritize his feelings enough. I was snappy and rude and selfish and all the things John accused me of being for the short time we were together. This was why I wasn’t good at relationships. Why I hadn’t sought out a partner for this long. How would Graham react to my state of panic right now? Would he storm off and give me the silent treatment? Would he be short with Gracie and me? Constantly remind me of this moment in the future when we had arguments? How long would this punishment last?

“I’m so sorry,” I gasped. Too much fear flooded my body for my brain to make sense of it. “I didn’t mean to be rude. I’m not mad at you for wanting to help; I just⁠—”

“You’re forgiven,” Graham cut me off. “It’s okay, you don’t need to apologize. I’m—I’m sorry you’re so stressed.”

I was…not expecting that at all.

My frozen, deer-in-the-headlights expression made Graham smirk at me, and before I could overexplain myself, he shook his head and continued to speak.

“I’m not him. You’re allowed to be stressed, Violet. I don’t take any of this personally…but don’t worry, I’ll sleep at my place tonight so you can focus on what you need to do.” I pressed my lips together, unsure how to read what was happening. Graham studied me for a moment more before stepping closer and pressing a kiss on the crown of my head.

I leaned into him as he pulled away.

“I’m keeping my phone on,” Graham said. “Text or call me if you want me to come back over. Otherwise, I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“Y-yeah. Thank you,” I whispered.

“Of course.” Graham lingered for a moment, taking me in, before he turned around and let himself out of my sliding glass door.

Something in my gut tugged after him. Begging me to throw my laptop against the wall and run after him. Beg him to hold me while I spiraled. Was I becoming a stage-five clinger? Did it really only take a couple of weeks of sharing a bed with Graham for me not to know how to problem-solve by myself?

To not know how to sleep alone anymore?

This couldn’t be healthy. I was a grown adult woman who didn’t need a man. The whole point of kicking John out when Gracie was a newborn was that life was easier without an emotional man hovering in the home, walking around like an emotional bomb about to be set off if I said something wrong or didn’t anticipate his needs correctly.

But that wasn’t who Graham Moore was.

Which was why I was in love with him. So perhaps a part of me really did need him at this point.

This was another reason why I was spoiled. I was too used to Graham stepping in and helping carry the load. I had become lazy as a parent, allowing him to take care of things like dinner or helping Gracie interact with the bunnies. Hell, I didn’t even have to pay for marijuana anymore. Graham provided the goods for my dad and me, no questions asked, from the secret communal greenhouse hidden in the woods.

But it wasn’t like he was declaring his love for me; Graham was helpful to everyone.

He cooked dinner for my family, but he also helped Mrs. Chase and Shelly build furniture. He helped Olivia with her car troubles and Laurel when things at her coffee shop needed repairs.

Hell, he even helped Steve from Jason’s Diner build a work shed in his backyard the other weekend.

This was just who Graham was as a person. A helper. An outstanding member of Redwood Springs. The golden boy. He couldn’t help but offer his assistance to other people, and my family just happened to be included. Men like Graham were a rare jewel, something to be cared for and not taken for granted.

I was terrified that I was taking him for granted.

Determined to figure out my future in case the worst happened, I forced myself to focus back on my laptop and opened my resume. One step at a time. None of my hypotheticals mattered if I lost my job and had to leave Redwood Springs.
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Chapter Twenty-Five
GRAHAM



Violet was a mess, and I felt horribly guilty.

I couldn’t help but feel at fault. I kept grabbing my cell throughout the day, determined to call Brandon anyway and demand why the fuck she needed to meet with HR about us. Demand who disclosed our relationship, even though it was most likely John, as Violet said.

But Violet asked me not to intervene, so I didn’t.

I was so far gone with my adoration for her that all it took was her telling me one single time to back off, and I did. Well, from that particular situation. I was still around, obviously, because she hadn’t kicked me to the curb entirely. Until Violet specifically asked me to leave her alone, I’d be there for her.

To go grocery shopping.

To help Frank learn how to chop wood safely, not because he needed to learn, but because he wanted to.

Redwoods Springs residents experienced a milder winter this year. It was warmer, wet, and no one’s heat ever went out. As far as I was concerned, the Thompsons never needed to use their wood-burning stove to keep the house warm. Next year, they might not be so lucky. The climate was becoming more unpredictable as billion-dollar corporations destroyed it for the sake of investors and paychecks.

But the Thompsons wouldn’t be here next year. Because Violet’s contract would be up, and who knew where my brother would ship her off to for the next contract? Because in my mind, there was no way I’d allow Violet to lose her job entirely over our relationship.

I was already getting ready to ask Violet to stay in Redwood Springs when I entered her room that night. I was also prepared to tell her I loved her. Not to try to trap her or convince her to stay in Redwood Springs with me, but because every day that passed and I didn’t say those words to her, it was as if I was trying to keep the lid on an overflowing, boiling pot of water.

Even while watching her spiral about the future of her career, frantically looking up job listings and updating her resume again and again and again, I wanted to blurt the words—even though it was far from the time to do so.

I tried telling her in smaller ways. Ways that I slowly realized I’d been using to try to communicate my heart to her for months. Since I overheard her talking with someone on the phone that night so long ago.

He’s not Graham, she had said.

I hoped, deep in my soul, that Violet felt the same about me as I did about her. That she wanted to take our relationship as seriously as I did. The only reason I hadn’t dropped to my knees and begged her to go all in with me was because of her job situation. The ethical dilemma of it all. I was also hoping that eventually, she’d see for herself how perfect we were together and be able to decide her job and living situation for herself.

Look at how well that turned out.

Here she was, a single mother and sole provider for two dependents in her household, without confidence that she’d be able to continue providing for them in the near future. Frank and I did what we could to help her out by keeping Gracie entertained. While Violet stayed locked in her bedroom on her computer, Gracie would take my hand and lead me to the pantry to request snacks. I had gained enough rapport with the little girl that I could even gently remind her to “use your words,” and she’d run to grab her talker and tap what she specifically wanted from the pantry.

Frank and I were in the living room, on our phones, as Gracie sat in front of the TV watching her newest favorite movie—something princess-related I’d never heard of before. Every time Violet came out of her room to refill her water or grab a snack, I asked if she needed anything. Every time, she replied in a soft, sad “No, thank you” and locked herself away again.

The third time this happened, Frank turned to look at me and said in a whisper, “Thank you for being patient with her.” It caught me off guard.

“Why are you thanking me?” I asked him. “I don’t feel like I’m doing enough.”

“You’re still here,” Frank replied while smiling at Gracie when she giggled at a song in the movie. “You’re letting her deal with this the best way she can.” Then Frank focused on me. “That’s plenty.” I grabbed my tea mug from the coaster on the end table, taking a sip to try to calm my own nerves. “I still think she should let you talk to your brother, though.”

“I agree,” I replied. “But she asked me not to. So I won’t.” I set the mug down and adjusted my seat to face Frank more directly. “What do you think will happen if my brother does want to fire her?” It was very possible that Brandon would try. He had always seen things in black and white. It was what helped him and me survive as kids in an abusive household. We knew from a very young age that our dad didn’t love us, at least not the way a father should. Fathers who love their sons simply wouldn’t treat us the way our father treated us. Brandon’s moral compass, paired with his general rigidity, made me concerned.

The thing that made me suspect he might not fire Violet on Monday was the complete lack of communication with me about it. Maybe he didn’t know that Violet and I were hooking up. Maybe he thought Violet was getting involved with someone else on the farm, like Kenny. I had a feeling, though, that if Brandon truly did have all the information to know that Violet and I had been intimate, he would have already called me.

Whether to get the full story, or to rip into me for sleeping with his employee.

But none of that has happened.

Brandon hadn’t even sent me a text.

Frank blew out a breath that made his lips sputter. A pinch formed between his brows as he thought about my question. I wondered if he’d been thinking about this all day, just like I have. Just like Violet had.

“We’d probably move back to Orange County quicker than we expected,” Frank replied. I hated that answer. I wanted them to stay.

Violet could still stay with me if she wanted. They all could.

But if I cost Violet her job, would she even want to stay with me? Would what we shared, what we potentially had, even be worth it to her?

Or would I always be the man who took away Violet’s career?

I was nauseous from the possibility that I might have ruined Violet’s life. That I was being selfish by desperately trying to be part of it. I spent the last few months slowly weaseling myself into their home, their routines. Completely ignoring the possible repercussions of a romantic relationship between Violet and me.

I really was just like every other man.

I decided to leave the living room and go out to the front porch to light a joint.

I never smoked indoors, especially with little Gracie around. If she ever wandered outside while I smoked, I always made sure to put it out or remove myself from her proximity. One time she wouldn’t let me remove myself. She reached for my hand and dragged me around my house toward the rabbits, asking in her own little way to play with them. I waited until either her mom or her grandpa could monitor her so I could finish my joint.

Gracie had me wrapped around her sticky little fingers.

The front door creaked open, and Violet stepped out, shutting the door behind her. She walked over to me, plucked my joint from my fingers, and took a large inhale. She’d gotten better at doing so without coughing over the last few weeks.

Just add that to the long list of reasons I had been bad for Violet.

Violet exhaled, blowing the smoke away from us, and plopped herself down on the bench.

“Are you okay?” I asked her.

“No,” Violet muttered, dropping her head in her hands. “Very much no.”

I stopped myself from asking if she wanted me to talk to Brandon again. I had a feeling I would only make it worse. If I felt this much anxiety and panic over her situation, I could easily assume whatever Violet was feeling.

Fuck, I wanted to make this all go away for her.

“I’m so sorry, Violet,” I said as I sat next to her on the bench. “I’m so, so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” Violet said, leaving her forehead in her hands. “I’m the one who seduced you with my wicked body.”

I scoffed loudly at that. “As if I didn’t tempt you, either.”

Violet sat up and gave me a funny look. “How did you tempt me?”

“I changed where I chop and stack wood soon after you moved in,” I admitted. “I’ve also caught you peeking through your blinds on occasion.”

Violet’s brows shot up to her hairline, and her mouth opened in shock. “What?”

She heard me, so I shrugged innocently as I took another drag of my joint. Violet moved her gaze out toward the cul-de-sac, toward the empty houses on the other side of the grassy yard.

“Oh my god, they were right,” Violet whispered.

“Who was right?” I asked.

“My coworkers,” Violet replied. “I never told them about us after we, you know, started seeing each other,” she explained. “But I did tell them about how attractive you are.”

“You’ve always found me attractive?” I asked, shamelessly prying. I loved hearing her admit it.

“Since that video call with the company,” Violet replied. “But then you thought I was a man…”

I opened my mouth to agree, but then I paused. I never told her I thought she was a man. The way Violet’s lips pressed together mischievously as she gave me a side-eye, I realized that I had been properly bamboozled.

“You purposely—” I couldn’t put the words together. Holy shit. She’d known I was expecting a man on her first day.

Violet, for the first time since she received the plane tickets the day before, started laughing. The sound of her laugh deflated some stress in me like a balloon. My entire nervous system responded to her joy; the sound of her laugh as she finally faced me and shrugged made me feel like I could breathe again.

“You—”

“I know, I know,” Violet giggled. “My email is a masculine one, which is kind of by design.”

“But—but why?” I asked.

“For shits and giggles,” Violet explained. “I’m also surprised your brother never used ‘she/her’ when discussing me.”

“Never once.” I realized. “He’s a very brief and to-the-point communicator. He sent me one email about you before connecting the two of us.” I pulled up my phone to open the email app and started scrolling, and once I found the email from him, I pulled it up and started scanning the message. “Yeah, he only used they/them pronouns and your title when discussing you.”

“Really?” Violet asked. I turned my phone toward her and let her read his email herself. “And yet, you still gave me he/him pronouns.”

“Yeah, that’s messed up. It probably has something to do with patriarchy and misogyny and me being a presumptuous asshat.” I admitted.

“Hey.” Violet squeezed my thigh with her hand, and I preened from her physical contact. “I was the one who never gave you my actual pronouns. I knew you assumed I was a guy, and I let you believe that because I thought the reveal would be funny.”

I studied the way her hand rested on my leg, relishing the gentle squeeze of her fingers through my denim, and said, “I really embarrassed myself.”

“Graham.” Violet scooted closer to me. “I’m sorry for tricking you.” I just chuckled at that, which made her frown adorably at me. “What?”

“Don’t you get it, Vi?” I asked, keeping my gaze on her hand like the coward I was, “You’re always forgiven.” Violet paused, releasing her hand from my leg, making me raise my gaze to hers. She didn’t look upset, just curious.

“Always?” she asked.

“Always,” I replied. “Every time.”

“That can’t be right.” Violet shook her head. “Surely I’ll do something to reach your forgiveness limit.”

“I doubt it.” I didn’t avoid eye contact with her now because I was determined for her to see how serious I was about her. About us. About all of this. About every decision we made that led to us here, on her front porch, sharing a joint, worrying about the future of her career with Sun Steer Tech. “I could offer my heart to you, raw, in my bare hand. And if you took it, smashed it on the ground, and tap-danced on it, I would still find a way to forgive you for it.” Violet’s lips parted, realization sparkling in her gorgeous green eyes. “Is that smart of me? Probably not. I doubt women are that into men who have no sense of pride.” Violet’s breathing was shorter, choppier. “But that’s where I’m at. I’m completely helpless when it comes to you, Vi. Surely you understand that.”

Violet pressed her lips together, studying me with her wide, beautiful gaze.

“That can’t be healthy,” Violet muttered. “It sounds like a very problematic relationship, actually.”

“Probably,” I agreed. “But there’s always couples counseling, and you apologizing by doing that thing with your tongue that I like—” Her palm slapped over my mouth before I could finish, and her panicked stare shot toward the windows of her living room. “If you’re trying to distract me from my life falling apart, it’s working.”

“I’m really not,” I said, still muffled behind her hand. I gently grasped her wrist and pulled her hand away, “… I’m only going to ask you once more, because I don’t want to pressure you.” I squeezed her wrist once in reassurance. “Can I help you address this? Whether it be me calling Brandon, or me flying with you so you don’t need to face this alone.”

Violet bit her lip as her eyes became rimmed with redness. Moisture gathered in them, but she composed herself enough to respond without letting the tears fall.

“I have to do this alone,” Violet replied. It mostly felt like she was talking to herself. Maybe she was, who knows? But she gave me her answer, and I would respect it.

“Alright,” I squeezed her hand once more. She didn’t kiss me goodbye or squeeze my leg or anything. Instead, she stood robotically and repeated herself.

“I have to do this alone.”

This time, I was confident she was speaking more to herself than to me.

I watched her, like a lovesick puppy, leave me on the porch to return inside. I took my time finishing my joint, letting the marijuana force my muscles and my brain to relax. Slow down. I kept checking the time on my phone to ensure I kept track of the hour I spent out there.

The sun was starting to set when the front door opened, and the pitter-patter of Gracie’s feet approaching me made me turn to smile at her. She lifted her iPad, which was much too big for her, and furrowed her blonde brows as she focused on tapping away at the screen.

“I want to see rabbits,” Gracie said, followed by direct, unwavering eye contact with me.

I stood and removed my flannel to leave it on the bench, determined to keep the secondhand smoke as far away from her as possible, before taking her hand and calling inside the house.

“Can Gracie look at the rabbits?” I asked her primary adults.

“Yup,” Frank replied. “Have fun!”

“You know where to find us,” I replied to him as I let the five-year-old lead me down the porch steps. She had a hop in her step as she dragged me over the gravel, looking back at me with a wide grin and excited laughter.

I realized, as I encouraged her excitement by mirroring my own, that I would miss this little girl, too. If worse came to worst, and Violet and her family did have to move, I would miss Gracie Thompson. I would miss hearing her happy sounds and hums. I would miss being able to see her progress with putting fuller sentences together with her AAC. I would miss trying to brainstorm with Violet on how we can sneak even more vegetables and—if we’re lucky—fruits into her diet.

Hell, I’d even miss Frank.

I’d miss seeing exactly where Violet learned how to be sarcastic and hilarious.

I’d miss knowing another involved, loving father and grandfather.

It’s funny how some relationships really sneak up on you. How you can go from living a perfectly pleasant, routine lifestyle alone on a cul-de-sac, to having neighbors that felt more like family every day that passed.

I didn’t think it was possible to fall in love with Violet and not also fall in love with her family. Frank and Gracie were such a huge part of Violet’s life, who she was as a person, and all of my favorite parts about her. I wanted to bottle all of them up and keep them forever.

But for now, I’d soak up as many of these moments as I could. Starting with letting this little girl with blonde pigtails lead me to the side of my house so she could feed and water, what I now considered to be, her rabbits.
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Chapter Twenty-Six
GRAHAM



“I love you.” Violet squeezed her daughter tightly. Then she cupped Gracie’s cheeks and started pressing kisses all over her face as Gracie giggled and squealed, before pushing her mama away.

“Bring me back some Thai food, would you?” Frank asked, helping Violet off the ground. A car had arrived to take her to the airport, and we all stood in front of their house to say goodbye. I grabbed her overnight bag and secured it in the trunk as she hugged her dad goodbye, handing Gracie off to him.

“I’ll fit as much as I can in my suitcase,” Violet replied with a smile. Then she turned to me, and the energy shifted. It was much heavier, more tangible. She was off to go to a meeting about our inappropriate relationship, and I didn’t know how to say goodbye to someone about to do that.

“Thank you.” Violet walked over and threw her arms around my neck. “For everything.” I didn’t like the finality of her voice. I didn’t like how this goodbye felt at all. But what was I supposed to do? Ask for reassurance? Confirm she’d still want to be with me even after my brother tried to fire her?

The holidays would be brutal.

“Of course,” I told her, inhaling her delicious scent as I squeezed her against me. “Always.”

Violet pressed a kiss on my cheek, which I also hated. I wanted a real kiss, even though her dad and daughter were standing there and watching us. I wanted something to confirm that this wasn’t it for us. Sure, last night she invited me back into her bed, but we didn’t have sex. Instead, she let me hold her. Brush her hair away from her face. Feel her warmth against mine. Take peace in the comfort of our proximity. That was more than enough for me at the time.

“I’ll let you all know how it goes, I guess,” Violet said with a self-deprecating laugh. All too soon, she shut herself in the car and waved as it drove off, leaving us to wonder how the next twenty-four hours would go.

“Rabbits,” Gracie said immediately. Back to regularly scheduled programming for her.

“First lunch, then rabbits,” Frank replied. Gracie frowned and tried again.

“I want to see rabbits.”

“I hear you,” Frank replied, taking her hand and leading her back inside. “First, let’s eat lunch, then we can look at the rabbits.”

“Want help?” I asked Frank. He tipped his head toward the door, telling me to follow them inside. He and I got to work on getting Gracie’s lunch ready, and I decided to try chopping some strawberries for Gracie to look at while she ate her chicken nuggets. Frank and I didn’t say much, not that he and I were ever chatty, but we comfortably went through the daily routine with Gracie.

It wasn’t until the three of us were back inside from rabbit time, turning on a show to distract Gracie from the cute fluffy animals, that Frank followed me into the kitchen. I started getting stuff out to make lasagna, something he and I could eat tonight and probably have for lunch tomorrow.

Frank sighed heavily and rested his palms on the countertop, studying me.

“What is it?” I asked him.

“Nothing,” he replied before taking a seat at a barstool, lifting a dark eyebrow at me.

“You’re giving me a weird look,” I pressed. I glanced toward the living room where Gracie was happily humming to the intro song of her favorite show.

“Why would I give you a weird look?” Frank asked his question innocently. Too innocently.

“You tell me.” I crossed my arms and paused meal prep to talk to him.

Frank didn’t back down. In fact, he smirked at me as if he was thinking, This kid.

“My wife and I did a good job raising our daughter,” Frank murmured. He glanced down and grabbed his iPad, swiping it to unlock. I assumed he was getting ready to play some type of old-man game, like solitaire. “Violet has an excellent sense of self-worth. She doesn’t let anyone keep her in a box or push her down. Not even to Gracie’s sperm donor, no matter how hard that weasel tried to get Violet to bend.”

I frowned at Frank and said, “That’s good. I’m glad she didn’t.”

“But at the same time,” Frank continued, still enamored with his iPad game. “Violet could meet the kindest, most supportive man in the world. Someone who steps up to her side, ready to tackle the day with her instead of against her. Many on the outside could argue that no matter how different they seem to be, they’re a perfect match for each other. And yet…” Frank’s eyes lifted from his iPad to me. “If that man is unable to communicate how he truly feels about her, clearly, without misconception, I raised my daughter to have no problem moving on and leaving that man in the dust.”

Acid churned in my stomach from his words. How did I respond to such a pointed statement? Did this mean Frank wanted his daughter to be with me? Was I worthy enough for such a gift in his eyes?

Frank briefly dropped his gaze back to his iPad. “I’ve watched you two get to know each other; it’s obvious that what’s going on between the two of you isn’t simple attraction anymore.” His gaze lifted one last time, piercing into me. “Is it?”

I pressed my lips together, wondering how to play this.

Then I remembered that there wasn’t anything to play. There never was.

“Not for me,” I admitted. “Not for a while.”

Frank’s face softened with my words, and the hard lines of his eyes loosened as he studied me standing aimlessly in his living room. “Then what is your plan?” I uncrossed my arms to instinctively reach for my hat, but I wasn’t wearing it, so I fixed my hair back instead. Then I settled my hands on the countertop and looked at Frank.

“Do you really think that this was the best time to tell your daughter that I’m in love with her?” I asked.

“I don’t know if there is ever a right time to tell anyone that. But I think having helpful context like that would help Violet manage the situation,” Frank replied.

“Frank, I—” I shook my head and tried to explain to him the best I could, “I want to help her get out of this. I even asked her again yesterday if she wanted me to talk to Brandon or go with her to Orange County.”

“And what did she say?” Frank asked.

“That she had to do it herself,” I replied. Frank paused, swiping his iPad to stare at me, and from the way his entire body hesitated mid-conversation, I had a feeling I struck a nerve. “What?”

“That’s what she said? That she had to do it herself?” he clarified. I tipped my chin down in acknowledgement, which made him frown and set the iPad down. He rubbed his chin and then spoke up again, “When I first moved in with Violet, after she kicked that completely useless fuck-stick out…” I smirked at his choice of words. “It took a while for her to let me help with Gracie.”

I leaned forward on my elbows, keeping my arms crossed.

“What do you mean?”

“It took a while for Violet to accept help,” Frank explained. “Sure, she’d let me do regular household things like washing the dishes or vacuuming, but when it came to Gracie, she was convinced that she had to be the one to do everything for her. Every time Gracie woke up in the middle of the night, I’d get up with Violet and offer to help make a bottle so she could go back to bed. While still half asleep, Violet would often mumble, ‘I have to do it myself’.”

My heart throbbed with pain for Violet. I hated that I wasn’t there to help her during postpartum. I wished I could go back in time and help her the way Gracie’s dad will never be willing to.

“What made her finally let you help with Gracie?” I asked him.

“I helped her anyway,” Frank said, leveling me with a look. “Eventually, I didn’t let her push me away. Every time she mumbled, ‘I have to do it myself,’ I told her, ‘No, you don’t’.’”

I stood up at that. I had thought I was respecting Violet’s decisions, that letting her push me away was the best route.

“Are you saying…” I quirked my lips to the side. “That I should have called Brandon anyway?”

“Not necessarily.” Frank shook his head. “But I think you could have advocated a little bit harder to go with her, so she had someone to comfort her after her meeting, at least. It never sucks having someone there to hold your hand during the hardest parts of life.”

I felt like such a dumbass.

“Wow,” I breathed. “Shit.”

“You can still go.” Frank shrugged. “Fly down there so she has someone to talk to after her meeting today. Show her that you’re there for her no matter what.” A tightness formed in my chest, the kind that builds when your body knows it’s about to do something terrifying before your brain is willing to admit it.

“I mean.” I shrugged. “It’s possible I could fly down there, and she’d be annoyed that I followed her.”

“Yeah,” Frank agreed. “It’s also possible that she’d be grateful to see you. To tell her that no matter what happens with her job, she doesn’t have to do it alone anymore.”

I chuckled, shocked that I was considering this. “You’re asking me to put a lot on the line with this, Frank.”

“I know,” Frank agreed with a smirk, the same mischievous smirk that Violet had given me so many times in the last few months. “But you know that my daughter is worth it, right?”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “She’s more than worth it.” I pressed my lips together in thought, trying to navigate how to get down there as soon as possible. The flight would be less than an hour, and if I got a ticket right now, I could probably get there in time.

“So what are you going to do?” Frank asked again.

“I’m going to get on the next flight,” I said, pulling my phone out to book it. “Once I confirm Violet isn’t pissed that I followed her down to Orange County, I’ll try to find a tactful way to tell her how I feel.” Frank gave me a small smile of encouragement before I continued, “If that goes well, I’m going to try to convince her that she and Gracie can move in with me.”

This was the first time I seemed to surprise Frank, enough for him to click his iPad off and set it aside. “Really?”

I nodded. “Yeah, either I move in here so that Gracie doesn’t have to deal with a big transition again…” Frank adjusted his seat on the barstool to clasp his hands together, elbows resting on the countertop. “Or they can move into my house. It’s basically the same floor plan. Gracie’s room layout doesn’t have to change. Plus, she’ll be closer to the rabbits. And if you ever decide to stay the night, we have the third bedroom available.” Frank’s face started to fall the more I explained my plan, so I made sure to add, “But that probably won’t be necessary, since you’d still live here, right next door.”

I seemed to surprise Frank again, because air whooshed out of his lungs and he started shaking his head. “Now, Graham, I don’t think that’s⁠—”

“It is,” I interrupted him. “Necessary, I mean.” Frank and I stared at each other for several quiet moments. I needed him to understand how serious I was about all of this. “Gracie and Violet will always need you around. You and I both know that, as much as I’d try, I’m not enough for both of them,” I explained. “Gracie doesn’t know what it’s like not to have her grandpa nearby at all times. Violet will always need her dad. Frank, this house was sitting empty for years before your family moved in.” I gave him a pointed look. “I can’t imagine renting or selling it to anyone else. Yes, I’m in love with your daughter.” Frank’s eyes started blinking a lot, and I realized he was fighting back a sudden surge of moisture in them. “And I know that Violet is a package deal. I’m grateful for that, because I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

“Shit.” Frank brushed his knuckles over one eye and sniffed, successfully avoiding tears trailing down his face. “You’re a good man, Graham.”

“Plus,” I added, giving him a shit-eating grin. “This will give you more time to spend with Laurel.”

Frank’s face turned bright, cherry red. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Shut up, old man,” I chided him with a laugh, confirming my purchase on my phone and sliding it into my back pocket. “Are you and Gracie going to be okay without me?” I asked.

“We’ll be just fine,” Frank encouraged. “Go on. Get.”

I clapped him on the shoulder before running out the back door.

I had to find the woman of my dreams and tell her I loved her.

[image: ]


I always experienced a bit of culture shock when traveling down to Southern California. It felt like a completely different world sometimes. It was much more crowded, much more suburban, and yet, the surfer beach vibe was ever present everywhere you turned. I always had to adjust to the onslaught of noise. Cars, people, trains, sirens, all of it. I took a rideshare to Sun Steer Tech, checking the time on my phone to ensure that I was on track to catch Violet at the end of her meeting.

Perhaps I should have told Brandon that I was coming to declare my love to one of his employees.

But I’m sure he’d figure it out eventually. I didn’t want to sabotage any chance of Violet’s meeting going well by announcing my presence, too. This made me hesitate before getting out of the car and onto the sidewalk by the building. As I looked up and saw the large block letters that said SUN STEER TECHNOLOGIES at the top, I was reminded of the last time I was here.

About a year ago, one of Brandon’s employees was served papers charging him with assault. Upon learning more about the situation, it was easily a case of self-defense. I flew down to help the guy make the charges go away, but also as an excuse to see Brandon and catch up. As I walked with the client, an Englishman who may or may not have hit on me afterward, I was suddenly elbowed by a small, curvy, blue-haired woman rushing to the parking lot.

I remembered watching her run away, rambling something frantic on the phone, completely oblivious to the bruise she left on my ribs. I should have known that wouldn’t be the last time I saw Violet. That it was the universe’s way of letting me know: “Hey, here she is. She’s coming for you. Don’t fuck it up.”

Well. I did end up fucking it up a little bit. But hopefully I could un-fuck it.

Hitting the button on the elevator to SST’s floor, I braced myself. Maybe I was being ridiculous by coming to the office…maybe I should have waited downstairs, or outside the building. I was considering turning around when the elevator doors opened, but before I could close them again, a familiar voice caught my ear.

“Hot brother,” Mary greeted me. “In the flesh.” She was leaning on the front desk, that a blonde woman I didn’t recognize sat behind.

“Hello, Mary,” I greeted her with a flush of heat burning my cheeks. “How are you?”

“Oh, I’m doing wonderful.” Mary looked a little scary. She had spikes in her ears and piercings in her eyebrows, lip, and nose. “What brings you down to the OC?” I chuckled at that. People from Orange County never referred to it as the OC. From the sarcastic and playful way Mary said it, I had a feeling it was a subtle jab at me being the out-of-towner.

“Um, actually…” I scratched the back of my head and turned to face the front desk woman, who studied me with polite confusion as she watched Mary and me go back and forth. “I was wondering if Violet is in?”

The blonde woman, who, according to her name tag, was named Nora, frowned at me.

“Do you work here?” Nora asked.

“Violet’s in a meeting,” Mary replied, then turned to Nora. “It’s cool. Graham is her boyfriend.” More embarrassment burned underneath my skin. That was entirely dependent on how Violet’s meeting went and how she felt about it.

“Ah.” Nora didn’t seem convinced but tipped her head to some chairs on the side of her desk. “You can wait for her here if you want.”

“Thank you.” I dipped my chin at Nora and took a seat, feeling very unsettled by the way Mary’s dark eyes studied me. She slid herself over to the chair next to me and grinned, crossing her legs and tucking her fist underneath her chin as she addressed me.

“Tell me,” Mary said in a way that implied I didn’t have a choice. “What brings you to the office today?”

Thankfully, my phone buzzing in my hand saved me from her interrogation. When I reached into my pocket to grab my cell, my relief was short-lived when I saw Brandon’s name at the top of the screen.

“Yeah?” I asked, giving Mary a side-eye when she did not intend to give me privacy for this call.

Brandon was all business as he said, “Tell me, in your own words, what’s going on with you and my employee.”
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
VIOLET



I was greeted with a swarm of hugs from my coworkers as soon as I entered the building. Signe wasn’t there because she didn’t work there anymore. Instead of greeting me with a hug, Signe’s replacement, Nora, stepped back and grinned at the scene in front of her. Mary picked me up and spun me around. Jamie hugged me from behind, squeezing my shoulders. Nicole shoved them both away to squeeze me so tight I thought I cracked a rib. Jacqueline, being Jacqueline, patiently waited her turn and gave me a normal hug with a normal amount of pressure.

“You’re back,” a deep voice called from down the hall. We all turned to see Zaid Ansara and Leo Turner waltzing toward the front desk area. Zaid pushed his glasses up his nose before stepping forward and giving me an awkward side hug. Leo hugged my other side as Zaid pulled his phone out of his pocket.

“I’m going to text Signe to see if she wants to stop by,” Zaid explained. “Did she know you’d be here today?”

“I’m not sure, but yes,” I encouraged. “Text her! Maybe we can all get dinner or something together?” If they still want to hang out with me after I get fired, that is. My meeting was scheduled closer to the end of the workday, which didn’t bode well. Meetings that happened at the end of the day usually implied an easier transition if that meeting was firing someone.

“Yes!” Nicole gripped my arm and did a little happy dance. “Maybe even brunch tomorrow?” I nodded noncommittally, because as much as I loved this moment, I was itching to get this over with. Unsurprisingly, ironing out my future seemed more pressing than ironing out my brunch plans.

“How is NorCal?” Leo asked while crossing his arms.

“It’s wonderful.” I grinned. “I love Redwood Springs. My daughter is really thriving up there.” It was so true, and the fact that Gracie might not be able to continue her education in that school district made me feel as if I was getting stabbed in the chest again and again.

“Aww.” Jamie laced her fingers together and tucked them under her chin. “That makes me so happy to hear.”

“Do you think she’ll transition back down here okay?” Nicole asked.

I quirked my lips to the side and shrugged, not wanting to dive into it.

I didn’t want to move back down here at all. I wanted to stay in Redwood Springs. I had no idea what Brandon’s plans for me were. Before I was worried about being fired, I was under the impression that he’d move me back down here, based on the wording of my contract that I glanced over again and again all weekend. Funny how a few simple texts from Jacqueline were all it took to shift my concerns.

If I didn’t, I wondered who Brandon would replace me with.

Several minutes passed while I filled my friends in on life in Redwood Springs. The cleaner air. The excellent school Gracie attended, and how wonderful her teacher was. The community my dad and I found. Also, I was pretty sure my dad and the woman who owned the local coffee shop had a thing going on.

Jacqueline’s gaze was intense as she listened to me talk about it. Like Gracie, eye contact was never her favorite societal engagement, but the way she studied me felt like I was under a microscope. Her expression was flat, which was normal for her, but it made me even more panicked about how our meeting would go.

It was as if Jacqueline could pick up what I was really telling everyone here.

I couldn’t come back to Orange County.

My heart was in Redwood Springs.

With Graham.

But that wasn’t “workplace appropriate.” I kept the conversation lighter. Saying hi to passing employees and waxing poetic about how small-town life really could be wonderful, in its own special way. Suddenly, the elevator doors chimed open, and all of us turned to see Brandon strolling into the office with his laptop bag slung over one shoulder.

“Ah, Violet,” Brandon greeted me with a handshake, which seemed like a good sign, but I had no idea if he was putting on a show for our audience or not. Seeing Brandon in person for the first time reminded me a lot of Graham, unfortunately. Brandon is what Graham would have looked like if Graham had never grown a full beard. Never let his hair get to his shoulders. Wore button-ups and khakis. Pursued a career as a lawyer instead of a farmer.

The Moore brothers were two completely different genres of men.

Graham happened to be my favorite genre. Who would have guessed?

“Hi.” I shook Brandon’s hand and he gestured toward me and Jacqueline. “Your meeting is soon, right?”

“Yeah,” I replied, trying to sound confident but failing miserably.

“Good.” Then he lifted his gaze to Jacqueline and said, “Let me know how it goes.”

“Will do,” Jacqueline replied. My heart sank into my ass. I was so getting fired. “Ready?” she asked me.

Nope. Not even a little bit.

“Yup.” I turned and waved goodbye to my coworkers. “See you later!”

The walk back to Jacqueline’s office was stiff and awkward and weird and all the emotions I hated. I had no one but myself to blame. Jacqueline was in full Human Resources mode, evident by the way she shut the door behind me and silently offered me to sit on her loveseat with her hand. She grabbed her iPad and pencil and sat across from me, almost reminding me of a therapist, but this was far from that.

“So.” Jacqueline’s back stayed ramrod straight as he sat in her chair, frowning at her iPad. “We’ve received an anonymous tip that there has been some…inappropriate fraternization between the owner of Moore Farms and Sun Steer Tech’s Systems Engineer.”

I didn’t say anything, even when she lifted her dark gaze to look at me for a reaction. I stayed still, ignoring my racing heart and my sweating palms. The chill of fear stiffened my muscles.

She dropped her gaze back to her iPad with a heavy sigh. “Before we start, we⁠—”

“We?” I asked.

“Sun Steer Technologies,” Jacqueline clarified. I snapped my mouth shut and waited for her to continue. “We, at Sun Steer Technologies, want to assure you that the safety of our employees will be our number one priority. If there has ever been a moment, even fleeting, where you felt unsafe to do your job while onsite at Moore Farms, we will do whatever we can to help you leave and heal, without any risk to your employment.”

I blinked at her, confused by her words.

“Um. Unsafe?” I asked.

“Yes.” Jacqueline set her iPad down and let out a heavy breath, blinking a few times. “Sorry, I’m trying to not come off so robotic, one sec.” She closed her eyes and breathed a few times, before opening them and giving me that intense stare of hers. “Violet, we want to make sure that if you ever felt pressured to provide inappropriate contact or services while on site, that you feel safe letting us know.”

My eyes bulged. “What? No—no⁠—”

“There haven’t been any threatening or nonconsensual advances from Mr. Moore during your contract at Moore Farms?” Jacqueline clarified.

“Oh my god, no!” I gasped, leaning forward. “Nothing like that at all.”

“Are you sure?” Jacqueline pressed. “Because again, you are safe here. You can be honest, and we have a whole protocol in place to help you and your family leave that situation without having to come in contact with Mr. Moore again.”

“Jacqueline.” I slapped a palm over my eyes and leaned back dramatically in the loveseat, sliding down a bit from the embarrassment of this conversation. “I love how seriously you’re taking this, but everything has been entirely consensual. I haven’t been pressured to do anything.”

“I see,” Jacqueline replied. I parted my fingers to look at her as she wrote something on her iPad. “But to be clear, there has been fraternization between you and Mr. Moore while under contract with Sun Steer Tech?”

Here it is.

Might as well rip the band-aid off.

“The ass-swipe who sent the anonymous email wasn’t wrong, no.”

Jacqueline frowned at that and gave me a questioning look. “You know who sent it?”

“I’d bet my retirement that it was Gracie’s father,” I replied. Jacqueline’s face pinched.

“I hate that,” Jacqueline murmured. “Alright, so just to reiterate…” Jacqueline lifted one finger. “According to you, the intimate and personal relationship between you and Mr. Moore is entirely consensual, and you’ve never felt pressure or in danger while on site at Moore Farms?”

“Correct,” I replied with a defeated sigh, sitting up.

“Hmm.” Jacqueline nodded and marked something on her iPad. “We will be reaching out to Mr. Moore to corroborate, to ensure that our client hasn’t felt unsafe working with the Systems Engineer we sent to him.”

“Oh,” I wheezed. “That makes sense.”

“Okay…” Jacqueline’s brows pinched together as she noted a few things on her iPad; then she rested her iPad on her thighs and dropped her shoulders. “Our employee is in a romantic relationship with our client. This still complicates things.”

I thought I was going to throw up. The panic was hitting me like a tsunami. My vision might have even been tunneling, but I couldn’t tell because I’d never experienced that sensation before. I thought people just made that up. But yup, darkness was officially touching the edges of my vision.

“Violet, hey, Violet.” Jacqueline was right in front of me, pulling me from my spiral, “Breathe.” I sucked in air frantically, unable to get enough. “Breathe, Vi.” Jacqueline soothed me. A few minutes passed as I struggled to compose myself. My vision was clearing, but my heart was still racing way too quickly.

I almost experienced a full-blown panic attack, and HR had to calm me down before firing me.

How humiliating.

“I’m so sorry,” I gasped through my breath. “I’m sorry.”

Jacqueline frowned at me again. “Why?”

“For being so irresponsible—and unprofessional. Super unprofessional.” I gave her a pleading look. “I love my job. I love my work here so much. I love that I get to work from home as much as I do. I hate that falling in love with Graham jeopardizes everything, and I hate that you’re my friend and you have to fire me⁠—”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Jacqueline grasped my shoulders, jerking me once to get me to halt my rambling. “No one is getting fired.”

I wasn’t moving, but I stilled my body anyway. I stared wide-eyed at Jacqueline, who stared right back at me. I was still unsure if I had heard her correctly.

“What?”

“You’re not getting fired, Violet.” Jacqueline’s lips twitched, as if she were fighting a smirk. “The opposite, hopefully.” My head was spinning, partly from the lack of oxygen from my mild panic episode, but also because of the very unexpected turn of events.

“I…I don’t understand,” I managed to say.

“When Brandon received this email, assumedly from your ex,” Jacqueline leaned back and grabbed her iPad again, scrolling. “The first thing Brandon wanted to ensure was that his brother was behaving appropriately—that your relationship was consensual and not the result of you being put in a compromised position.” Jacqueline quirked her lips to the side and said, “Now, assuming that Brandon’s brother confirms that your relationship is consensual, we are going to need you to sign a few legal documents before you accept your promotion.”

“P-promotion? I’m still able to get a promotion?” I repeated, shell-shocked.

“Yes.” Jacqueline smirked at me, enjoying my state of shock. “We had just finalized your offer the day before this anonymous email about yours and Mr. Moore’s relationship came in. However, because you are, in fact, in a relationship, you need to be removed from the case. Also, we need to confirm that you accepted this promotion regardless of your intimate relationship with a client. Basically, the company needs to protect itself from claims that we offered you a promotion to keep you silent on anything potentially scandalous.”

“Oh my god.” I slammed my back against the loveseat again, cupping my cheeks as I took her words in. “I’m not—I’m not getting fired?”

Jacqueline quietly laughed. “No. Ideally, you’re getting a raise.”

“Oh my god,” I breathed. Days of panic and stress and anxiety and existential dread slowly dripped out of my body. My chest was starting to feel lighter. I felt delirious, almost. Giddy? Whatever it was, it was a hell of a lot better than how I’d been feeling for the past forty-eight hours.

I reached into my pocket, instinctively wanting to call Graham to tell him the good news. Then I decided that, no, I needed to wait. I could call him at the end of the day.

“Right now, Brandon is probably on the phone with Graham, getting his official statement. When he’s done, can I call him in to discuss the details of your promotion? Are you okay?” Jacqueline squeezed my shoulder, reminding me that she was also my friend. Not just the CHRO.

“Yeah, yeah.” I giggled. “Call whoever in. Wow. I’m still processing.”

“I figured.” Jacqueline laughed, hitting dial on her phone. “Come on in.” Then she hung up. A moment later, a soft knock accompanied her office door opening, and the clean-cut Brandon let himself in and shut the door behind him.

“Hello, Violet. How are you doing?” Brandon asked, taking Jacqueline’s vacant seat since she was sitting next to me on the loveseat now.

“I don’t even know,” I replied. Brandon threw Jacqueline a questioning look.

“She thought she was getting fired,” Jacqueline explained.

“Ah.” Brandon shook his head and gave me a stern look. “Well, I just got off the phone with Graham.” My stomach sank into my ass once again until Brandon smiled at me and said, “No one is getting fired.”
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Before we dove into the details, we decided to order lunch. It was a little late for it, but I appreciated the tacos that were delivered. Eating food helped my body recover from the shock of the day, and I felt more prepared to talk with both Brandon and Jacqueline. Once we had all finished and cleaned our hands, tossing our napkins in the wastebin, Brandon leaned forward, lacing his fingers together, and began the discussion.

“Do you like your work?” Brandon asked.

I nodded. “I do. I like being on the ground for stuff like this. Getting my hands dirty in the hardware.”

“That’s good.” Brandon reached for his own iPad and tapped a few times on it before looking up at me again. “Would you want to do this again?”

My stomach sank just a little. “What—what would that look like?” Brandon leaned back in his office chair, swaying side to side subtly. Not enough to be distracting, but enough to remind me of Gracie.

“Well, I plan on hiring a lot more of you. I think your experience proves that it’s worth having someone on site when we launch our system to other properties, while you’re able to communicate with the team here. We have contracts in place for farms all over North America and are in discussion with a couple of smaller farms in Europe. I think in the next five to ten years, Sun Steer Tech could be mainstreamed in the agricultural industry.

My head swam. North America? Europe?

“Would…” I swallowed around a nervous lump in my throat. “Would you want me to move to all those places?”

Brandon’s blond brows jumped. “Oh, no, no. I want you to have your own team of systems engineers. I want you to instruct all the engineers who would be traveling to these farms for their year-long contracts.”

Hope expanded in my ribs; I almost didn’t recognize it. “Oh, oh, good.” I sighed. My shoulders slumped, and my fidgeting stopped momentarily.

Brandon took in my reaction and added, “Don’t worry. You and your family can come back to Orange County when your current contract is up—which will be a little sooner than anticipated, considering your relationship with, um, the client.”

His literal brother.

God, I was such an embarrassment.

But his attempt at reassurance made me hesitate.

No. I don’t want to move back to Orange County. I wanted to stay in Redwood Springs. Forever.

“You look nervous, Violet.” Brandon frowned at my fidgeting fingers. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes! Yeah, everything—” I swallowed around the lump in my throat. “Before I say what I want to say, I want to make it very clear that I am so grateful for this job opportunity. You have no idea how thankful I am for everything SST has provided me and my family.” Brandon grinned at that, which encouraged me to keep going, “But I have a question. A request, actually. Which might be ridiculous considering that you’re offering me a raise and promotion after I’ve been caught sleeping with your brother—” I snapped my mouth closed as Brandon’s blond brows jumped up into his hairline. His lips twitched, finding humor in my rambling. “Oh my god. I’m sorry. I’m still being so unprofessional. I haven’t had coffee this morning, and I’m going through withdrawals. That’s beside the point. Anyway⁠—”

“You have a request?” Brandon interrupted, attempting to get me to focus back on my original point. I laughed, embarrassed, and tried again.

“I don’t want to move back to Orange County,” I said.

Silence filled Jacqueline’s office, just the sound of me plucking the loose thread on my long sleeve.

“You…” Brandon’s lips turned down in the corners. “You want to stay in Redwood Springs?”

“Not in employee housing,” I clarified, hoping he wasn’t thinking that I’d ask for such a thing. “I mean, I’m in touch with a realtor there.”

“Shelly Chase?” Brandon asked.

I snapped my fingers at him. “Yes! She’s great. Anyway, buying housing there is pretty difficult, since there isn’t much of it, and my daughter can’t just live in any house—but that’s none of your business.” I cleared my throat and tried desperately to focus. “I just…I love it there. My daughter is flourishing. I’d love to accept this promotion, obviously. I’m okay traveling to all the properties we have contracts with as long as my visits are short-term. But if you’re okay with it, I’m asking if my position can become a fully remote one.”

Brandon tipped his head side to side in thought. “We’d probably need you to come down here on occasion, too.”

“I can do that,” I assured him. “The travel part is not a concern. I just—I don’t know, I can’t make my daughter and dad go through such a big move again. But I just haven’t quite found a home for us to move into yet. I mean, for the past few days I wasn’t sure if I even could ask such a thing. You know, because⁠—”

“You thought you were getting fired,” Brandon finished for me. “For being in a romantic relationship with my brother.”

I gave him two thumbs up again. “Exactly.”

“I don’t think that should be a problem.” Brandon shrugged and addressed Jacqueline, “This shouldn’t affect her salary at all.”

“Of course,” Jacqueline agreed. “I just need to change some language in her contract to confirm that she’s remote.”

“Perfect.” Brandon tipped his head, as if that was all settled. As if this were a normal Monday, and not a day that took a complete one-hundred-eighty degree turn for me.

I had a job.

I had a fucking promotion and raise.

Brandon had no issue keeping me in Redwood Springs.

Oh, I wish Graham were here, I thought. I can’t wait to tell him.

“I just, I want to hear for myself, if that’s okay.” Brandon put his iPad back into his bag, then addressed me one last time. “Have you felt safe while on contract up there? My brother hasn’t…put you in a compromised position?”

Graham had folded me into a pretzel several times, actually, but that probably wasn’t what Brandon was referring to at all.

“No,” I assured Brandon. “He’s wonderful. I love Graham. I—” I snapped my mouth closed.

Holy shit. I just said it.

And it wasn’t even to Graham himself.

Fuck!

Brandon’s serious expression morphed instantly. I saw him cycle through all the emotions. Shock, surprise, understanding, all the feelings he could experience hearing his employee confess her feelings for his brother.

“I didn’t mean to,” I started with, before thinking better of it. “I mean. It wasn’t my intention. Love hasn’t been a priority of mine for years—not that that’s important to you.” I laughed nervously, glancing at Jacqueline for help. She just stared at me wide-eyed, but I could have sworn a small smile tugged on the corners of her lips. “It’s just…I mean. You know Graham.”

“I do,” Brandon agreed with a note of humor in his tone.

“He’s the best,” I started. “He made my family and I feel so welcome in Redwood Springs. I was a little terrified to move up there, you know? My daughter doesn’t like big changes.” Brandon shoved a hand in his khakis’ pocket while the other started rubbing his jaw in thought. “But ever since I got the job offer from you, I was hoping that it would be our last move. I was hoping that my family and I could put down roots up there. Finally stabilize ourselves for the sake of Gracie. I hoped that Redwood Springs could be our forever home.” I started picking at my nail polish again. “And thankfully, I really think it could be. The school is wonderful, and the residents are amazing—even though online threads and discussion boards argued otherwise.” Brandon smirked at that, but I continued, “I love living up there. I love how quiet it is at night, and how bright the stars shine. I like how I’m forced not to order takeout every single day. Or that I can walk everywhere I need to go in town.”

Brandon’s gaze was softening the more I praised his hometown, but discomfort was etched in his features as well, based on how he felt the need to fold his arms across his chest.

“And I’m so sorry, but Graham and I…” I dropped my hands, forcing myself to stop picking and just come out and say it. “I didn’t mean to…but I fell in love with your brother.” Brandon’s cheek twitched, and his eyebrows rose a fraction.

Brandon quirked his lips to the side and leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees, letting his head hang. His blond hair, which was always perfectly combed back, fell forward. He drummed his fingertips on his arms in thought.

I was holding my breath. It was my turn to fold my arms over my chest. It felt like the only way for my nerves to settle in my stomach and chest. What was Brandon thinking? Was he about to fire me after all? If so, for what? For not wanting to come back to Orange County? For falling in love with his brother?

Finally, Brandon snapped his head up while his palms stayed flat on the desk. It made him look much less intimidating than he usually did.

“There must be something in the water where my company is concerned,” Brandon murmured, his gaze settled on Jacqueline’s fig tree in the corner. “Because it seems almost like clockwork that our employees seem to find love here. Even while working remotely.” Brandon smirked at me and stood from his chair. “All I ever wanted was to use the privileges I was given to make the world a better place, and though it wasn’t my intention, I’m happy that my employees feel safe enough to find these discoveries for themselves, too. I’m happy that my brother seems to have found someone. I’ve been a little worried about him ever since I left Redwood Springs.” Brandon pressed his lips together. “I wish you both nothing but the best.”

I stood as well, buzzing with excited energy.

As if saying it out loud to Brandon ripped the lid off my containment, I was determined to fly back to Graham and say those three important words to him. I wasn’t nearly as terrified to admit my truth to him as I was before. I hoped Graham felt the same way about me. I had a feeling he did, based on how he’s spoken about his feelings for me before I left.

I wanted to say it first, though. Graham deserved that, at least.

“Thank you, Brandon. For everything.” I shook his hand when he offered it and made my way to follow him out of Jacqueline’s office.

“I’ll email you the contract and legal documents,” Jacqueline said. “Congratulations, Violet.”

“Thank you.” I was practically bouncing on my heels as Brandon finally left the threshold of her doorway, so I could zoom past him. I heard him chuckle to himself as I speed-walked out of the upper management corridor, waving dismissively past Leo’s office when he said hello, and turned the corner toward the front of the building.

I had pulled my phone out of my pocket to change my flight to tonight, not wanting to wait until tomorrow to see the love of my life, when I stopped in my tracks.

Sitting there, looking very uncomfortable as Mary chatted with him, was Graham.

He’s here.

“Graham?” I asked, pocketing my phone.

His head whirled in my direction, and I swore a flash of relief spread across his features as he stood and separated himself from Mary. I could only imagine the kinds of questions she was asking him. Then, nerves coated his features again.

“Violet.” Graham wiped his hands on his shirt, as if he were nervous. “Hi.”

“Hi,” I breathed, walking toward him faster. I couldn’t stop the smile that took over my face. It almost hurt my cheeks from how wide my smile was. Perhaps I should play coy, but I couldn’t find it in myself to.

Graham was here. At the office. Waiting for me.

“I, um…” Graham cleared his throat as I approached, his lips starting to tip up in the corners as he took in my giddy expression. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes!” I picked up my pace to a jog, making his eyes widen in surprise as he braced himself for my hug-attack. I threw myself at the large farmer, wrapping my arms around his shoulders and neck, squeezing him as tightly as I could.

“Whoa.” Graham grunted from my impact, wrapping his, strong arms around my waist and back to hold me tight to him. The feel and sound of Graham deeply inhaling my scent, his nose brushing against my neck, almost made me sigh in relief. Like he was grounding himself.

“I love you,” I said to him.

Graham froze, then leaned back enough to look at me. My feet settled on the ground.

“What?” Graham blinked at me, shaking his head once.

“I love you.” I squeezed his shoulders, hopping a little with my words. “I’m really happy and relieved, and I just need you to know that I’m so in love with you.”

Graham’s mouth opened and closed several times in surprise before a chuckle escaped his lips and he muttered, “I…actually came here to tell you that.”

“Well, suck it,” I laughed, grabbing his shirt and pulling him down closer to me. “I said it first. I win.”

“You win?” Graham laughed his question.

“Yes,” I confirmed, kissing him firmly on the lips once, releasing him with a loud smack. “I love you. I feel like I won everything there is to win when I’m with you.”

“Wow.” Graham licked his lips and pulled me flush against himself. “I feel like I’m dealing with whiplash right now.”

“Imagine how I feel.” I laughed, taking his hand to lift above my head, twirling once, “I feel crazy in the best way.”

“Okay, but seriously, Vi.” Graham used his grip on my hand to tug me back into his embrace. “Is everything okay? What’s going on with your job?”

“She’s getting a promotion,” Brandon’s voice answered for me.

Graham and I immediately pushed away from each other, suddenly remembering that we were in a very public and open hallway at my literal place of work. Mary was still here, watching the show with two fists tucked under her chin and a grin that reminded me of the Cheshire Cat.

“Really?” Graham asked, looking down at me. “Congratulations!” He picked me up and twirled me around, making me laugh at the sudden physical contact again.

“Thank you.” I laughed as Graham set me on my feet again.

“She deserves it,” Brandon reiterated, leaning an elbow on the front desk next to Nora. Upon Brandon’s arrival, she focused back on her computer. “Violet is a great employee.”

“You have no idea,” Graham assured his brother. “Violet is brilliant. I couldn’t have launched your fancy tech without her.” Brandon smirked and gave his brother a raised eyebrow.

“And if you happened to find your partner, too?” Brandon lifted a shoulder. “Worse things can happen.”

“You’re sure you’re not upset?” Graham asked Brandon, squeezing me closer to his chest. I felt at home in Graham’s arms. Like his embrace protected me from the icky feelings and scary corners of the world. I didn’t even care that my boss was watching his brother embrace me right now.

“No.” Brandon shook his head in reassurance. “I wanted to ensure Violet was safe and that nothing dangerous or nonconsensual was going on between the two of you.”

Graham stiffened, and I wondered if he was about to be upset or annoyed that his brother would ever suspect that of him. I knew that Graham would never, but I was sure it wouldn’t feel good to hear your brother go out of your way to ask others if you were behaving appropriately.

“Ah. That’s why you called me about an hour ago?” Graham asked. “Did you know I was in your waiting room?”

Brandon shook his head and said, “I didn’t know you were here until right now. But I called you because I wanted to make sure, as a client, that you felt safe working with Violet, too.”

“Aw,” Graham teased. “My big brother was looking out for me.” Graham snorted and pinched Brandon’s cheek, who ended up slapping his hand away. It made me laugh as they kept poking and prodding at each other, which made me leave Graham’s embrace to let the brothers act like children.

Nora gave them a confused and weirded-out look from behind her desk, whereas Mary started chanting, “Fight, fight, fight!”

Eventually, the two of them stopped and embraced each other in a hug. A long, tight one. Wrapped up like this, their differences were even more polarizing. Jeans against khakis. T-shirt against a button-up. Shoulder-length hair next to trimmed.

“Where’s your hat?” I asked Graham.

“Yeah, where is that stupid hat?” Brandon asked, leaning back to observe Graham's naked head.

“I forgot it.” Graham shrugged and turned to me. “I kind of rushed down here.” I pressed my lips together, wanting more details on why and how he made it down to Orange County so quickly, but then the sound of heavy footfalls made everyone look down the hall.

Zaid, brandishing his shoulder bag, held his cell to his ear with a panic-stricken look on his face.

“I’m on my way!” he was saying as he rushed to the elevators and started repeatedly jamming the call button with his finger. “Don’t worry, I’ll be there soon!”

“Hey,” Brandon asked him, making Zaid turn to acknowledge all of us. “What’s going on?”

“Signe’s in labor,” Zaid muttered, tapping the call button again and again.

“Oh my god!” Mary gasped. “Is she okay?”

“My sister is taking her to the hospital,” Zaid said, then darted into the elevator before the doors could finish opening all the way. “I’m meeting them there.”

“Can I come?” Mary asked while bouncing on her toes.

“No.” Zaid replied with a smirk, then he paused, focusing on a high-pitched voice on the other end of the phone, “…Okay, never mind. I don’t make those decisions. You can meet us at the hospital, Mary.”

“Yes!” She fist-pumped the air and ran down the hallway, while yelling at Zaid, “Text me which hospital!”

“Got it.” Zaid stopped the elevator doors from closing and asked the room, “Does anyone else want to come?”

“Just let me know how it goes.” Brandon shook his head.

“I’m good,” Nora replied.

“Uh…” Graham turned to look at me, waiting to hear my answer.

I waved goodbye to Zaid and said, “Please text us whenever you have updates!”
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
VIOLET



“She’s so precious!” I gasped at my phone screen. Signe’s cutest, squishiest newborn was swaddled up, snuggled tightly by my friend as she recovered. “Are you so in love?” I asked her while settling next to Graham on the hotel bed. He leaned over and smiled at the image of Signe and Zaid’s daughter, Mira Ansara.

She had a head full of dark, curly hair that I was immediately jealous of.

“Stupidly in love,” Signe confirmed, sniffling. “Even if she did try to rip me in half.”

I laughed at her and asked again, “And the last-minute C-section went well?”

“Very.” Signe grinned, keeping her phone on her sleeping baby. “She was out within, like, five to ten minutes. Plus, that spinal block was magical.” Signe sighed and pressed gentle kisses on the crown of Mira’s sleeping head.

“You did amazing, amari,” Zaid’s deep voice encouraged. “You were so brave.” He also leaned into the frame just enough to press gentle kisses to Signe’s head before planting a few on his daughter’s head as well.

“We’re so happy for you both.” My eyes watered, seeing Signe and Zaid happy and glowing and full of love. Today was…an amazing day.

Graham and I had gotten back to our hotel an hour ago, after getting dinner with Jacqueline, Leo, Brandon, and Nora. Jamie and Mary waited at the hospital with Zaid’s whole family, eager to be the first SST employees to meet the baby.

It was great. Like I was starting so many new exciting chapters all at once. I could sit with the love of my life at my side, while discussing future plans and things with Brandon and Leo. Since I didn’t give my formal half-way point presentation, I caught Leo and Brandon up on how things were working during dinner. We explored how involved I’d be in the hiring process for additional Systems Engineers, and how Brandon would probably travel up to Redwood Springs several times to help take over my contract, for legal reasons.

When I assured Brandon that I’d work with Shelly to move out of SST housing as fast as possible, Graham reached over to grip my thigh under the table, muttering a simple, “We should talk about that later.”

Brandon only nodded at him, and the conversation drifted away from work.

We chatted about what everyone was up to. How Leo and Jacqueline were getting ready for both of his “mums” to visit from the UK soon. How Nora has enjoyed working for Sun Steer Tech so far, and how Brandon was going to clean out one of the two empty houses in our cul-de-sac to live in now that he was going to be in Redwood Springs.

“And,” Brandon added. “I have an interested buyer for the fourth house.”

Graham frowned. “Who?”

“I can’t say yet.” Brandon shrugged, taking a hefty bite of his burrito bowl. “But the cul-de-sac might be a little noisier in your future.”

Graham narrowed his eyes at his brother. “Ronan?”

Brandon didn’t reply, just kept his focus on his food.

“Graham hasn’t had a peaceful day in the cul-de-sac since my family and I moved in,” I said. “My daughter is a bit loud.”

“So is her mama,” Graham replied before he took a sip of his beer.

“Gross.” Leo made a disgusted face at the table. “I don’t want to know that.” My cheeks immediately burned with humiliation, but Graham stayed cool and gave Leo a funny look.

“I was talking about Violet blasting music with all the windows in her house open.” Graham leaned his elbows on the table and stared Leo down. “…What is gross about that?”

Leo was suddenly very interested in his food as he replied, “Nothing, that’s totally what I thought you were talking about.” Which made Jacqueline bark out a laugh at her boyfriend’s behavior. Jacqueline’s laugh was contagious, making the rest of us giggle at Leo’s faux pas. I was still blushing, embarrassed that we were even hinting about our sex life with my co-workers, but the way everyone laughed the moment away made me relax.

Graham and I were still joking about that later in my hotel room when Signe called.

“Ope,” Signe said. “Time for the nurses to check on us.” Signe brought the camera close to her face, giving me a comedic view of her nostrils. “Prepare for daily pictures of Mira for the rest of your life.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” I assured Signe. “Get as much sleep as you can!”

“Will do!” After saying goodbye, I didn’t get a chance to put my phone down because my phone buzzed with an incoming text from my dad. He sent a picture of Gracie passed out on the couch, twenty minutes before her bedtime, snuggled with a knitted toy rabbit.

Daddio: Laurel stopped by. She made this for Gracie, and the Little Miss hasn’t parted with it since.




Daddio: How did it go?




Holy shit, I never called or texted my dad after I met with Jacqueline and Brandon!

I tapped Graham to get him to lean into my picture frame to take a selfie of us both sitting in the bed—fully clothed in our PJ’s—leaning against the headboard.

I sent the image back with my reply.

Me: Everything is perfect. I have nothing but good news to share when we get home tomorrow.




Me: You still don’t get your twenty bucks, though.




Graham chuckled after looking over my shoulder to see what I sent to him, then clicked off the hotel lamps and dragged me down into the covers with him, wrapping me in his large arms.

“I love you,” Graham murmured into my neck. “I’m sorry for making you have to cut your contract short, though.”

“You’re forgiven,” I snickered. “It’ll be fine…hey, what did you tell Brandon earlier?”

“Hmm?”

“When Brandon called you,” I pressed. “What did you tell him?”

“Ah.” Graham yawned, then adjusted his hold on me to snuggle closer, pressing the entirety of his front against my back. “He asked me to say, in my own words, what was going on between us.”

I waited for more, but Graham’s lips found their way to my shoulder. He even lifted his hand to pull my collar out of his way to press his warm lips against my skin, tickling me with his beard.

“What did you say, though?” I sighed, pressing my ass against his hips, and wiggling when I felt how aroused he was.

“That I was in love with you.”

“What?” I pretended to be outraged, whirling around to make eye contact. It took every muscle in my body to morph my face into an expression of concern and hurt. “You told your brother you were in love with me before you told me?”

Graham blinked, confused, and then immediately apologetic, “I—yeah. I—shit—I’m so sorry, Vi—” I couldn’t hold it back; I slapped my palm over my mouth to smother my laughter, and Graham narrowed his eyes at me. “You think you’re funny?”

“I know I’m funny,” I countered, giggling behind my hands. “Because I also told Brandon that I was in love with you before I told you.”

Graham grumbled, smothering my neck with kisses, eliciting a squeal as he pinned me beneath him. He nibbled on the most sensitive part of my neck, just under my ear, making me squirm under his hold.

“I’m sorry!” I gasped with a laugh. “I’m sorry for messing with you!”

“You just love raising my blood pressure, don’t you?” Graham asked against my skin, pinning my hands above my head. “Can I expect this behavior from you forever?”

I laughed, warmth spreading to my core when Graham adjusted to tease me with his arousal through our pajamas.

“Yeah, probably,” I gasped. I was significantly less giggly when he started gently rubbing his erection perfectly against my clit. “Is—is that a problem for you, big guy?”

Graham chuckled, and instead of answering, he pressed his lips against mine.

Every cell in my body sang from his kiss.

The time for jokes was over, but Graham still didn’t let me free. He kept me pinned as we slowly dry-humped in bed.

“Not at all,” Graham murmured against my lips, no humor left in his voice. “You’ll never be a problem for me, Violet.”

Emotion burned behind my eyes, and I couldn’t stop the moisture from escaping them if I tried. Two tears fell down my cheeks as I whispered, “I love you so much, Graham. I apologize in advance for raising your blood pressure.”

Graham smiled widely before his eyes turned mischievous.

“I love you, too.” He dragged his hold on my wrists up, up, up, until he guided my hands to hold onto the headboard. As soon as I had a solid grip, he slowly started kissing his way down my body, over the shirt of his I stole to sleep in, and said, “Now, if you want me to forgive you for the irreparable damage my love for you will have on my health, you’ll hold still while I play with you.”

Fuck yes.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
VIOLET



I finally had to give my dad twenty bucks.

When we got back from Orange County, Graham asked me to dinner for the next night.

I almost said no just to spite my dad, but I didn’t. Because the reality was, I was giddy that Graham and I could exist perfectly out in the open now. The town could know. Brandon already knew. It was safe to be together. Nothing was holding us back or keeping us from pursuing this as much as we wanted.

I thought that when Graham asked me to dinner, he was going to take me out to a restaurant—not that Jason’s Diner was a bad place to have a dinner date, but I wasn’t eager to go on my first formal date with Graham at a place owned by Jason. I should have known that wasn’t what Graham had in mind.

Instead, he made and packed us a picnic dinner. We filled his pickup truck, and he drove us toward the ocean. We navigated the woods past the turn that would take us toward the greenhouse, which we would stop by on our way back. Graham took us to a ledge that overlooked the Pacific Ocean, where the sun had already disappeared behind the water, dousing the sky in purples and a bright line of orange.

We had sandwiches, fruits, and chocolates, with a few camping lamps set up on the edge of the truck bed, so we could see what we were doing. When we finished eating, Graham gathered pillows and blankets for us to lie on underneath the stars.

“So…” I said while sitting between Graham’s legs, under a couple of thick blankets. Now that the sun was beyond the horizon of the Pacific, the marine layer was rolling in thick, and it was getting chilly. Graham, thankfully, made a wonderful heater in the back of his truck bed.

Graham sighed. “I know it isn’t a glamorous first date.”

“Quiet.” I tipped my head back to look at him upside down. “This was beautiful. It still is beautiful, actually.” Snuggling in Graham’s warm embrace, surrounded by the sound of the waves crashing against the sand and rocks, was pure therapy for my soul.

“I’m glad.” Graham pressed his lips to my forehead, then looked out at the ocean in front of us. “I…wanted to ask you something.”

“Ask away.” I sighed, pulling the blankets up closer to my chin.

“What if…you didn’t use Shelly?”

I frowned. “Graham. She’s the only real estate agent for miles.”

“I know.” Graham chuckled, shaking me with his laughter, and then tucked his hands underneath my flannel—well, his flannel. I was one of those now. His clothes were my clothes. That’s what he got for being huge and smelling good. “But what if you didn’t need a real estate agent?”

I thought about it, “…Would you be my real estate agent? With your law degree?”

“I mean…” Graham squeezed his warm hands on my hips, with his reply. “Kind of.”

“I like the idea of someone else handling the paperwork and stuff for me,” I admitted. “I mean, sure, I could handle buying a house myself. But do I want to?”

“What if I moved in with you?” Graham suggested instead.

I froze. “You…want to live with me?”

“Yes,” Graham replied. “I do.”

I sat up a little, allowing a rush of cool humid air to brush between us, and turned enough in his lap to face him.

“You do realize living with me means living with my dad and daughter.”

Graham shrugged. “I assumed as much.”

My chin wobbled. “You…want to live with us?”

“If you’ll let me.” Graham squeezed me closer to him, breathing in my hair as he replied, “I already consider you all like my family.”

Tears spilled out of my eyes, but I did a good job of composing myself so that I didn’t turn into a blubbering, sobbing mess. Instead, I just accepted that I would cry as I smiled up at Graham, fisting his shirt and sniffling, beaming up at him.

He considered my family his.

He considered Gracie his.

Graham, being Graham, let me silently cry and grin up at him like a dopey, lovesick idiot. He brushed some tears away from my cheeks with a scrape of his thumb and allowed me to process all the feelings and emotions his request made me experience.

“Yeah.” I sniffled. “I want to live with you, too.” Then I thought about it. “But we would have to move into your place.”

“Nah.” Graham shook his head. “I don’t want Gracie to have to deal with moving again so soon. It makes more sense for me to move in with you.”

I sniffled, using the collar of his flannel to wipe the remaining tears from my eyes.

“You’re amazing,” I told him. He smiled at me and tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “I don’t deserve you.” Graham shook his head once, love shining clearly through those hazel eyes that caught my attention even from a pixelated video call. The moment was so sweet, but I couldn’t stop myself from adding, “I’m giving you the sloppiest blow job tonight.”

Graham tipped his head back against the truck bed and laughed. It boomed loudly across the cliff we were parked on. Bats and other creatures skittered away from the sound, reminding us that we weren’t entirely alone out here in this private lookout spot. His laughter echoed over the waves, and the trees rustled in the wind.

I wanted to bottle it up. Take it home. Bathe with the sound.

“You think I’m joking, but I’m not,” I warned him. He rolled his eyes and turned me back around so that my back was against his chest, tucking his hands back underneath my shirt on my stomach.

“I’m going to hold you to that,” Graham muttered low in my ear. The shift in his voice sent goosebumps across my skin, and when his fingers gently started tracing the seam of my leggings, I bit my lip in anticipation as he chuckled. “What was that noise for?”

“Huh?” I asked, shifting my hips a little to both feel his hard-on against my ass, and to hopefully encourage his fingers to travel lower.

“You just whimpered.” Graham nipped my ear, and I made a pathetic sound again. “Just like that.”

“You know what it’s for.” I breathed, shifting my ass against him in retribution.

“I want to hear you say it out loud, though.” Graham’s smile spread against the shell of my ear, and I pressed my lips together to keep me from moaning when his hand slipped underneath the band of my leggings.

“Why is that?” I asked as his rough fingers discovered that I wasn’t wearing underwear, because I was prepared. “Would it make you feel good about yourself? Make you feel like a big strong man if I admit how much I want you all the time?”

Graham huffed his laugh at that but didn’t respond. Instead, he wrapped one arm around my waist to keep me in place as his other hand explored where I was soaked. His rough fingers were gentle and teasing, coaxing my arousal out of me in leisurely, torturous brushes of his fingers.

Though I was freezing before, it only took a few minutes of Graham holding me against him, teasing me where I was most sensitive, for me to start sweating.

“You asked me,” he murmured against my skin, his lips feather light as he dragged his tongue down my neck. “If hearing you admit that you want me makes me feel like a man.” I was panting, my heart racing as his fingers worked over me just a little faster. I could barely keep up with Graham’s train of thought because all I could focus on was racing toward orgasm as fast as I possibly could.

“Yeah?” I asked as I forced my eyes open. The moon was bright tonight, haloed with the stars and the fog. I couldn’t remember the last time I had seen so many of them. Fitting, considering Graham was about to make me see more in a few moments.

“The truth is: it doesn’t.” He trapped my earlobe between his soft lips, tugging enough to pull another whine from me as he slipped his finger inside of me, gently curling. My fingertips dug into his thighs, desperate for something to ground me while on the verge of unraveling. “But this? Watching my touch affect you?” He brushed his lips across my cheek, keeping his body close enough for me to hold on for dear life. “Hearing your pants in my ear, feeling how wet you are.” He dragged his finger in and out of me, and my eyes rolled to the back of my skull. My head fell back on his shoulder, which helped his lips tease mine as he continued to speak, “Swallowing your moans as you clench around me…I feel like the luckiest man in the world.”

My restraint inside of me snapped, and I clenched my teeth and squeezed my eyes shut as my orgasm crashed into me. It took me by force, every muscle in my body locking and spasming at once. I swore I would have a six-pack by morning because he didn’t let up on me. Graham took and took and took until I fell limp in his hold, his hand around my waist lifted just enough to cup my head, still binding me against his chest.

“You okay?” Graham asked, but the smile in his voice was loud and clear.

“I’m amazing,” I breathed, finally finding the strength in me to open my eyes. There were so many more stars now, even visible through the marine layer. “I’m going to need to hydrate before I give you that sloppy BJ later, though.”

“I can wait,” Graham reassured me. Because that’s who he was. Caring. Considerate. Selfless. Everything I ever hoped and dreamed for in a man, Graham was the embodiment of it. “I’ve waited this long.”

I didn’t say anything in response to that. I just grinned, wide and lovesick. That’s who I was now. A strong, independent woman who could handle things on my own. Capable of making big decisions for myself and my daughter. I didn’t need anyone’s help.

But I wanted the help. I wanted a partner to do all of this with, and though I wouldn’t have guessed it when we first packed up our lives and moved up here, my grumpy farmer neighbor had eagerly stepped up to the plate.

My ex once told me that I couldn’t handle Gracie all on my own. Those words used to petrify me. Now? I shrugged them off. I could handle Gracie all on my own, but I was allowed to choose not to.
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Epilogue
GRAHAM



It’s odd how parental hearing activates even after years of non-use.

I swore I could hear when Gracie slowly, carefully opened her bedroom door this morning. Her soft feet tiptoeing across the living area and dining room to find her mama’s bedroom. It made me hyper-aware of when she gently pushed the door open and padded over to the bed.

What I wasn’t expecting, though, was a soft little hand tapping my forearm. I was sleeping on my stomach, so I lifted my head to squint at the little five-year-old, who was going to be six soon.

She hummed and grasped my hand, attempting to tug me out of bed. I didn’t respond to her vocally because I didn’t want to wake a snoring Violet; instead, I just accepted my fate. I carefully pulled the covers back and sat up, stretching. Gracie tapped my knee again, telling me to get a move on. I yawned and stood, grasping a random t-shirt off the floor to cover myself. After moving into Violet’s house a few months ago, I made sure to always go to sleep with basketball shorts or something on my body. Gracie had no problem storming into the bedroom any time she hit a sleep regression, and I didn’t love being trapped under the covers while Violet got up every time to assist Gracie with whatever she needed.

Sleeping in basketball shorts made it easier for me to hop out of bed and help the little one whenever she deemed me the proper adult to do so.

Gracie took my hand once I pulled my shirt over my head and led me to the kitchen. I glanced at the clock on the stove, which read about four am. Which meant that she probably wouldn’t go back to sleep today.

Thankfully, as a farmer, I was used to working early hours most of my life.

Gracie led me to the pantry and grabbed my hand to rest it on a box of graham crackers. Normally, I’d remind her to use her words, but she had done an excellent job of being quiet this early in the morning, and I considered this an appropriate form of communication to allow Frank and Violet to sleep in.

After getting her snacks and water, Gracie led me over to the living room, where she plopped the TV remote in my hand and ran up to the screen. Following her points, she guided me to the movie she wanted to watch.

Thankfully, this early in the morning, we could keep the volume way down low, and due to no other noise in the house, she could still hear it.

This was, however, the first time she immediately ran out of the living room after I started her movie. I stood there, with her crackers and water in one hand, the remote in the other, confused. It wasn’t until after I set the snacks down on her favorite spot on the couch that Gracie ran back into the living room with her knitted rabbit Laurel made her, and her favorite blanket that she’s had since she moved here.

I stepped out of her way, expecting her to settle in. But after throwing her comfort items on the couch, she hummed and reached toward me.

“What?” I asked her in a whisper.

She grabbed my hand and threw it toward the couch.

“…You want me to set it up for you?” I propped the rabbit up against a throw pillow and draped the blanket more invitingly. “Like that?”

Gracie huffed and grabbed my hand and tugged. I crouched down attempting to understand what she was trying to communicate with me by getting on her level. “How can I help you, Gracie girl?” She stood in front of me and pushed my shoulders back toward the couch. I chuckled, quietly so Violet and Frank didn’t wake, and sat back on the couch, holding my hands out. “I’m sorry, I don’t know⁠—”

As soon as my butt hit the couch cushion, Gracie grinned, grabbed her rabbit and blanket, then threw her little body on my lap. “Oof, okay.”

She snuggled in, even going as far as to push her back against me so that I sat up properly for her to be comfortable on my lap, and draped the blanket over herself. She cuddled with the bunny, and when she finally locked in on the opening song in the movie, she giggled and tucked a rabbit ear in her mouth.

“Not in your mouth,” I reminded her, gently guiding the rabbit ear out. I leaned over to the side table and grabbed one of her new chewy necklaces Olivia bought for her. “Use this instead.”

Frank had busted his ass trying to get Gracie to wear chewy necklaces. He spent a week wearing one around his own neck, modeling how to chew on it whenever he pretended to get frustrated or needed to fidget. His hard work paid off, though, because Gracie finally viewed her chewy necklaces as comfort items and not personal threats, like her screams of protest originally sounded.

This was where Violet found us about an hour later.

I was trapped on the couch, with Gracie sitting on my lap. I had to pee very badly, but this was the first time Gracie had made it clear that she wanted to watch the movie with me, so I wasn’t passing up the honor.

“Here comes your favorite part,” I whispered to Gracie. Her eyes widened in excitement, and her arms stiffened in front of her as her feet rubbed together. Her “happy feet,” as her family called them.

“Hey,” Violet whispered. Gracie barely gave her mom a fleeting glance, but I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Even with her blue hair knotted in a bun on her head, blonde roots showing more than she normally let them grow out, wearing flannel pants and one of my old t-shirts, Violet Thompson was one of the most beautiful women I’d ever laid eyes on.

“Hey,” I greeted her. Violet sat down next to us, pressing a kiss on my cheek as she snuggled against my side, while Gracie stimmed happily at one of her favorite songs. “Did we wake you?”

“No,” Violet yawned and rested her head on my shoulder. She even grabbed the throw blanket off the couch and wrapped it around herself. “Just missed you.” She was one hundred percent going to doze off on me.

I might never be able to pee again.

“I’m here,” I assured her. Gracie patted my arm, reminding me that her movie was on low volume, and our chatting would make it difficult for her to hear. “Sorry, Little Miss.” Violet huffed a sleepy laugh against my arm, and within minutes, her breathing fell even, and her head became noticeably heavier against me.

Frank found us another hour later, because Gracie demanded that I restart the movie from the very beginning. He was grinning at the sight of his daughter and granddaughter doing their best to keep me seated on the couch.

“You good?” Frank asked.

“Yeah,” I told him.

Frank hesitated, then asked, “You gotta pee real bad, don’t you?”

How the fuck did he know that? “I’m fine.”

“Want help extracting the little one from you?” he asked. Gracie clapped her hands twice, asking us to shush. I glanced at her messy blonde curls against my chest, then glanced at Violet’s blue hair against my arm and shoulder.

Turning back to Frank, I shook my head. “Nah.”

THE END
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