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Chapter 1: Nine Days in a Jacket

I do not hire anybody I want to sleep with.

That was the rule. It was a good rule, cleanly stated, easy to enforce, and it survived six years of waitresses with nice legs and one bartender with a laugh that could have ended me. It died on a Tuesday in October, between one bite of my own eggs and the next, because a woman at the gas station counter up the road told me they were a crime and then proved it.

I am thirty-nine years old. I own the all-night diner on the levee road outside Kinross Bend, twelve stools, four booths, a pie case and a walk-in and a back lot with a diesel tank that runs the generator and the fryer line, and I have run the night shift myself for six years because the night shift is when this town talks. I talk more than I should. I know that. I have been told that by everyone I have ever met, including a priest once, and I apologise for it, and then I talk about the apology, which tells you everything about me in one sentence. Everything that happens in this county gets carried through my door at half past ten in the morning and set on my counter like a ticket. Nobody has ever once carried any news to me. I am the pipe. Everything runs through me to somewhere else.

Fiorella Bevacqua is twenty-seven years old, five foot five, with auburn-copper hair tied back under a paper cook’s hat and freckles across her shoulders like somebody shook pepper at her, and she is thick everywhere a man looks twice: heavy through the hip and the thigh, an ass the regulars have developed opinions about, and a chest I will get to. She is my night cook. I hired her off the gas station counter up the road, I pay her by the week out of the register on Fridays, and she is no relation to me by blood or marriage or anything else. I say that plain and early, because this county has a memory like a steel trap, and so do I.

My last cook quit mid-shift in October. Walked out during a ticket spike, left a full rail and a fryer full of dying fish and a note that said, and I am quoting, “this place is a lot.” I ran both stations myself and hated him with my whole heart, and the next morning I drove up to the gas station for coffee I could have made myself, because I wanted to not be in the building for eleven minutes, and the woman behind the counter watched me buy a pre-made egg sandwich off the roller and told me it was a crime.

“It’s a gas station,” I said. “It’s allowed to be a crime.”

“Eggs are not allowed to be a crime,” she said. “Eggs are free. You have to try to ruin eggs. This man tried. This man set out in the morning with the intention of ruining eggs and followed through, and you paid money for it, which makes you an accessory.”

She took the sandwich out of my hand. Not her sandwich to take. She threw it in the trash behind her, which is a firing offense at a gas station, and she made me one on the flat top they are absolutely not supposed to use for that, one egg, broken yolk, salt, pepper, cheese off the nacho pump, thirty seconds, and it was better than anything that had come off my own line in a month.

I hired her between one bite and the next. That is the literal truth. I am not a man who agonises. I am a man who decides, and then spends six years narrating the consequences to a fryer.

A month in, I knew three things about Fio Bevacqua.

She was twice as fast as anybody I had ever employed. First Friday, the one a.m. rush, four tickets on the rail and my fryer thermostat dying mid-service, which is a thing it does, a thing it has done since 2019, a thing I keep alive with a butter knife jammed in the housing at an angle I found by accident and have never been able to improve on. I was working the grill and the pass at the same time, knife in my teeth, talking the fryer through it like a man talking a horse off a ledge, and she plated faster than I could call the tickets. Did not ask what went where. Read the rail, read my hands, and by the third ticket she was correcting my oil temperature.

“Your fryer’s running cold on the recovery.”

“My fryer’s running on a butter knife and faith.”

“I can hear it,” she said, and reached past me and dropped the next basket eleven seconds earlier than I would have, and she was right, and I have been losing arguments about that fryer to her ever since, and the fryer sides with her now. The fryer has switched allegiances entirely. Six years I kept that machine alive with cutlery and it repays me by listening to a woman from Cairo.

Second thing: she would not take breaks out front. Every cook I have ever had lives for the stool and the smoke by the dumpster, it is the only reward system the profession has. Fio took hers standing in the back, and twice I caught her leaning against the walk-in door, which is cool steel, flat against it with her eyes shut like a woman with a fever, palms back against the metal. Both times she straightened up before I got a sentence out and found something to do with her hands.

Third thing: the jacket.

A zipped fleece jacket, in a kitchen that runs ninety-five degrees over the grill line, in a building where I have personally watched a candle soften in August. Nine days. Zipped to the throat. I counted, because I am a portion man, I count everything, it’s the job: four ounces, six ounces, nine days. I counted it and I was furious with myself for counting it, because a man’s cook’s thermostat choices are none of his business, and I said that to the fryer, and the fryer said nothing, which is how the fryer says we both know that’s not why you’re counting.

She was worth looking at and I had stopped pretending otherwise around day four. The boots first, work boots, planted wide on my quarry tile like she was daring the floor to try something. Up from there, the thick thighs in the cook’s pants, and then the ass, which was the first thing you saw whether you meant to or not, round and high and swaying when she worked the line, the counter’s shared hobby by the end of her first week. The waist above it, soft, the tank stretched across it. Then the chest, average, or so the county had all agreed, straining the front of a fleece jacket that should not have been able to strain at anything, and I told myself that was a sizing issue and went back to the grill. The throat, flushed pink from the heat and damp at the collar, freckles running up her neck and into the hair that came loose from under the paper hat from the first rush onward, copper at her temples, stuck to her skin by ten o’clock. Then the mouth, which never stopped, and the hazel eyes, gold-flecked and quick, always moving, watching my kitchen the way short-order people watch tickets.

She called my hollandaise a hate crime, my filing system a cry for help, and my coffee “legally distinct from coffee.” She was funnier than me. It is my professional opinion, as the funniest man in this county for six years running, that she was funnier than me, and I hated it, and I lived for it, and I have never told her either of those things in that order.

Harm Kelsey came in at two, like always. Harm tends the lock and dam at night, fifty-eight years old, same stool, same order, a thermos he pretends he doesn’t need. Harm watched Fio work the line for a while and ate and gave no verdict, because Harm gives no verdicts, which is why Harm’s verdicts are the only ones in this town that mean anything.

“She’s fast,” Harm said eventually, which from Harm is a ticker-tape parade.

“She’s all right,” I said.

Harm ate his pie and said nothing, and the nothing said: sure, buddy.

There were new faces at the counter that week, boys off the County 9 night resurfacing job, county contractor men in high-vis with road dust on their boots and the appetites of people who work outside in November. They ate like horses and the regulars talked diesel prices over their heads the way men talk weather, and I noted them: a full booth, road dust, appetites, with gratitude and no further attention at all.

Out the back lot, past the diesel tank, the old creamery water tower had its light on, same as every night of my life. Somebody changes that bulb. Nobody admits to it. We have all made our peace with it, same as the weather.

There was a pen behind my ear, where it has lived for six years. I have never once used it. Fio asked me about it on day three, mid-rush, while plating four things at once.

“What’s the pen for?”

“Emergencies.”

“What kind of emergency needs a pen?”

“The kind that hasn’t happened yet.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only answer I’ve got. And I’m sorry, I do this, I talk, and then I apologise for the talking, and then I explain the apology, which is more talking. You’re on the ride, start to finish. There’s no exit; people have looked.”

She looked at me for a second, and then she laughed, the big one, the one that came up out of her chest and filled the pass-through and made the counter look over, and I leaned on the pass holding a spatula like a winning ticket.

Three-fifty in the morning, dead hour, the rush over and the lock tender gone home. I was out back with the trash and I heard a hotel pan hit the concrete in the walk-in, the big ringing clatter of it rolling, and then her voice, one word, a word she aimed at the fryer all shift and had never once aimed at herself.

Through the gap in the walk-in door I saw her with her back to the shelving, the jacket open two inches at the top, soaked dark down the front of it, and her arms came up across her chest before the sound of the pan had finished dying.


Chapter 2: The Walk-In

I gave her to four o’clock. That was as long as the decent part of me held out against the part that runs a kitchen.

You cannot have a cook passing out at a fry station. That is kitchen management talking, a man who knows what four hundred degree oil does to an unconscious body, and I watched her all shift, working slower than her usual, leaning on the steel between tickets, and at four in the morning, with the counter empty and the pie case humming, I walked back and found her in the walk-in doing inventory she had already done, slow, with one hand flat against the shelf frame like it was holding her up instead of the other way around.

“You’re going to pass out in there,” I said. “Then I’m going to have to carry you past a fryer, and my insurance guy already hates me.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re working a hot line in a zipped fleece in November and leaning on my shelving like it owes you money. Take the jacket off or take the rest of the shift off. Boss call. Only one I’m making this year, so appreciate it.”

She turned around and looked at me, and I watched her decide how this was going to go. She loses the way she does everything: loudly, and then all at once.

“You want the jacket off?” she said. “Fine. Here’s the jacket. This is what you get for managing people, Dell. Consequences.”

She unzipped it to prove she was fine.

She was not fine.

The front of her tank was soaked straight through, dark and gleaming, both sides, all the way down, and under the wet cotton her chest was tight and full and straining like the rest of her had been keeping a secret from the jacket. The walk-in went quiet except the condenser fan. Somewhere behind me a compressor kicked on and neither of us looked at it.

“Well,” she said. Loud, chin out, furious. Not embarrassed. Furious, and it took me the longest to learn the difference: she was never once ashamed. She was angry. At her body, at the wet cotton, at me for being in the doorway, at the situation for existing and needing to be dealt with. “There it is. Congratulations. You won the jacket argument. Collect your prize.”

“Fio.”

“Don’t.” She put a hand up. “It’s happened before. When I was twenty-two. The doctor called it a benign hormone quirk, it went away on its own, and now it’s back, and no, I do not want to talk about it.”

One sentence. She said it the way she called tickets, flat and fast and done, and she never explained it any further, that night or ever, and I never asked her to.

I took my clean apron off the hook by the door and handed it to her without a word, and I looked at the pickle buckets while she got out of the jacket and into it, because that was the entire move available to me and I made it. The pickle buckets and I became close. I know things about those buckets.

“Thank you,” she said eventually, and it came out quieter than anything I’d heard from her in a month of nights.

“Take the rest of the shift. Full pay. No questions. That’s the offer.”

“Yeah, that’s not happening.” She tied the apron, yanking the knot hard enough to hurt. “There’s a dawn rush in ninety minutes and your fryer’s held together with cutlery and you plate like you’ve got oven mitts on. Get out of my walk-in.”

She finished the shift. She out-plated me through the dawn rush with her jaw set from first ticket to last, and nobody at the counter knew anything, and I watched her do it and I thought: I am in trouble of a kind I have no policy for.

I spent the day rehearsing.

This is a thing I do. I rehearse conversations to the fryer, because the fryer is in the room where the work is and because it cannot repeat anything. I leaned on the rail at two in the afternoon with the lunch dead and the oil cycling, and I said out loud, “So, about last night,” and hated it, and tried “Whatever you need, no questions,” and hated it more, and tried “That jacket has a lot of structural integrity,” which I cannot explain and will not defend. Then I explained to the fryer, at some length, that I am the mouth of this county, I have never once kept a secret in my life, information flows through me like the river through the lock, and the odds of me keeping this one were poor to insulting.

The fryer was unimpressed. The fryer’s opinion of my discretion has been low since 2019 and I cannot say it has been wrong.

She came in at ten for her shift like nothing had happened, in a dry tank and a flannel of her own with the sleeves rolled, and worked, and did not say one word about the walk-in, and I did not say one word either, because I had worked something out standing at that fryer, which was this: whatever she needed, she was going to have to bring it to me herself. A woman who loses arguments by detonating them does not get carried to a conclusion. She walks to it or it doesn’t happen. My only job was to be standing in one place when she arrived.

The road crew off the County 9 job had started eating at eleven, and with them came a big man in a foreman’s vest who sat the corner booth, tipped badly, and watched the kitchen too long. I clocked it and filed it under things to watch, and then I went back to work, because I had a bigger situation on my hands than a bad tipper.

The counter emptied at three. Harm finished his pie and left without comment, which from Harm was a speech. I turned the sign and started the close, and she stayed, which she had never done, wiping down a grill that was already clean, and I let her, and the two of us made a lot of noise about nothing for twenty minutes like a couple of cowards. She cleaned the same four feet of steel three times. I counted register tape I had already counted. The coffee machine got descaled. Nobody in that building had anything left to clean and both of us kept cleaning.

Then she came around to the front of the counter and leaned on it across from me and said, “So.”

“So.”

“I bet you think you’re going to make me ask.”

The register tape was sticking out of the printer. I tore it off, and put it down, and looked at her, and did not move, because here is the thing I knew about her already, knew in my bones from a month of watching her fight a fryer for the honor of losing to it: a dare is a thing you win, and I was not going to be something she had to beat.

“There’s no bet,” I said. “There’s no dare. I’m not a thing you have to win. Whatever you need, you say it, and then it happens. That’s all of it.”

She opened her mouth to make the joke. I watched her get it loaded. And then I watched her put it down, and I will go to my grave saying it cost her more than the jacket, more than the walk-in, more than anything that came after.

She looked at the pie case for the first three words. Then she looked at me.

“It hurts,” she said. Plain. Quiet. “It’s been days and it hurts and I can’t get in front of it alone. My hands aren’t enough and it just keeps coming and I’m asking you to help me with it. That’s the ask. Help me.”

The pie case hummed. Out past the lot the water tower had its light on, same as always.

“Say it again,” I said.

“Jesus, Dell.”

“Not to torture you. So you hear yourself do it. You’ve probably dared your way into everything you’ve ever gotten, and I’m not going to be one of those.” I came out from behind the pass and leaned on my own counter and kept my voice flat, because flat was the only thing that was going to survive this. “Say it again, plain, no joke wrapped around it, and then I’ll do anything you want for as long as you want it. But you say it.”

She stood in the middle of my empty diner, hands shaking at her sides, and her mouth worked, and the first three attempts came out as breath.

“It hurts,” she said. “I need help with it. I’m asking you. Please.”

“All right,” I said. “Okay.”

I came around the counter, and turned the lock on the front door, and flipped the CLOSED sign over, and the click of that lock went through me like a struck bell.

“Great,” she said, hands still shaking, deadpan, shoulders squared at me like a challenge. “Really smooth. Very cool and normal. I’ve never felt more relaxed in my life.”

And it was a great line, top five for the year easy, and I did not laugh, because she was shaking.


Chapter 3: Last Customer

Neither of us knew where this happened.

“Not the walk-in,” she said. “I’m not doing anything in a walk-in, it’s forty degrees, and I work in there. I have to look that shelving in the face every day.”

“There’s the apartment upstairs.”

“I’m not going to your apartment.” She said it fast, and then heard how it sounded, and added, “Yet. Hygiene grounds.”

“You’ve never seen the apartment.”

“I’ve seen your filing system. I’ve extrapolated.”

“The booth, then.”

“People eat there, Dell.”

“People eat everywhere here. It’s a diner.”

She considered the building with every ounce of her professional soul, and ruled, in the end, for the prep counter under the pass lights, because the steel could be bleached and the lights were good and it was, in her words, the only surface in the building she’d trust with her own body. I did not point out that she had just described my kitchen, top to bottom, as unfit for her own body. I have some instincts for survival.

I got the hotel pan off the rack, the big shallow one, and ran it through the sanitizer, and set it on the prep counter, and she inspected it, leaning in, holding it up to the light, her reputation on the line.

“Acceptable,” she ruled. “On the condition that you never, ever tell the health inspector what this pan has been used for.”

“You have my word.”

“Your word is worth nothing. You talk too much.” She held my eyes over the soaked tank and the fleece hanging open, and then she did it herself, peeled the jacket off and dropped it on the steel, and then the wet tank after it, out from over her head, arms up, every line of her body daring me to make it weird. “Well? The customer is standing here.”

I looked. I had been not-looking at this woman for a month, and counting that jacket for nine days, with a dedication I have never brought to anything else in my life, and now I looked.

The boots, planted wide on the quarry tile. The thick thighs in the cook’s pants, strong, eleven years of kitchen work in them. The hips, and the ass I had already lost custody of my eyes to a hundred times. The soft waist. And then the chest. The whole county had been wrong. Average, the counter had agreed, average chest, nice enough, moving on. Average like a flood is average. Full and round and heavy, tight with pressure, glossy under the pass lights, the skin gone taut and faintly veined, freckles scattered across the tops of them and down, and two dark nipples standing hard, swollen, slick and beading at the tips. As I watched, a drop gathered at the left one, hung, and fell, tracking down the curve of her breast, down her ribs, down the soft of her stomach, catching the light the whole way before it disappeared into the waistband of the cook’s pants.

She was beautiful and she was in pain and both of those things were mine to deal with, in that order.

“Say it,” I said.

“I said it at the counter.”

“Say what you want me to do. Standing still. Before I touch you.”

Her jaw worked. The dare was right there in her mouth; I could see it, loaded, ready to save her. She put it down. “Touch me. Take the pressure off. Use your hands.” A breath. “Please.”

“Okay,” I said. “Come here.”

I took her by the waist with both hands and lifted her up onto the prep counter. No strain. I lift one thing ten thousand times a week, stockpots and flour sacks and fryer baskets, and she went up like a fifty-pound bag of bread flour, and she knew it, and the commentary started immediately because commentary was how she held the wheel.

“Okay, wow,” she said. “That’s, uh. That’s a thing you can just do. That’s a service you offer. Very strong. Very forklift of you. Is there a surcharge, or.”

“Quiet.”

“Just observing. Making notes. The customer’s report will reflect.”

Up close, under the lights, it was worse for me and better for me. The freckles kept going, down her chest, across the tops of her breasts, over the slope of them, and the flush had started at her sternum and was climbing her throat, and the weight of her was right there, level with my chest, swaying slightly with her breathing, wet at the tips, a drop gathering and falling onto the steel with a sound I felt in my spine.

I got a cloth and ran it under the hot tap and wrung it out, because I had no idea what I was doing and warm seemed right, and I laid it over the left side of her chest and held it there with one hand, and she stopped talking for a second, and her eyes shut.

“Yeah,” she said, lower. “Okay. That’s. Keep doing that.”

The heat did its work. Her skin came up hot under the cloth, and I could feel the tightness of it through the cotton, drum-tight, straining, and she sat there with her eyes shut and her hands flat on the steel and let me do it, and her breathing went slower, and I set the cloth aside and put my bare hand on her instead, skin on skin, my palm cupping the full weight of one side, and both of us stopped breathing at the same time.

She was heavier than anything that size had a right to be. Hot, swollen tight under my palm, the skin stretched smooth as risen dough, and I moved my hand once, slow, learning the shape and the pressure of her, my thumb brushing the underside of the nipple, and she made a sound, low, involuntary, that she immediately tried to cover.

“That was a cough.”

“That was not a cough.”

“There’s a draft,” she said. “I’m coughing from the draft.”

I pressed. Slow, steady, my thumb finding the edge of the nipple and rolling forward, firm, my other hand cupped underneath the full weight of her, and the nipple went hard between my fingers and gave, and it came, a fine white spray of it into the pan, warm on my knuckles, and then another pull and more, and the sound it made hitting the steel was the most obscene thing I had ever heard in that kitchen and I include the Driscoll brothers in that.

“Oh my God,” she said.

“Doing fine,” I said. “Let it happen.”

“Don’t narrate me, I’m the narrator, that’s my job, I am the,” and then I found the rhythm of it. Slow, firm, from the outside in, thumb and forefinger working the nipple on each pull, one side and then the other, slow as the job wanted, and the pan started to fill, warm and white and sweet-smelling. The sound changed as her body figured out it was allowed to stop hurting: the thin reluctant thread was done. Now it came in streams, pulsing with each squeeze, running warm over my fingers and down my wrist, her nipple swollen and slick between my thumb and finger, giving easier each time, and her breathing went ragged, and her commentary kept running because it was the only handrail she had.

“There’s a lot of it,” she said. “I’m just saying, for the record, there’s a lot of it, that’s been the situation, that’s the thing I have been carrying around your kitchen for nine days like a, like a dairy-related emergency.”

“I noticed the jacket.”

“Everybody noticed the jacket. The jacket had its own gravitational field. Harm noticed the jacket. Harm doesn’t notice ANYTHING, Dell, Harm once ate pie through a grease fire alarm.”

Six years behind that counter, the loneliest full room in the county, every night the same, tickets and pie and the river going by. And now there was this: a woman on my prep counter with her wrists in my hand, trusting me with a thing she had hidden from everyone for nine days, and it was the least alone I had been since I bought the building. I did not say any of that out loud. Out loud I said, “Breathe.”

She was leaking faster than I could work it out, down my wrist, along my forearm, warm, my arm shining with it under the pass lights, the milk tracking along the burn scars and pooling in the crook of my elbow, and she watched that happen and her voice cracked around the next joke and couldn’t finish it.

“That’s,” she said. “That’s on you now. That’s. Dell.”

The relief was doing something to her that she had not budgeted for. Her head was going back by degrees. Her nipples had gone dark and swollen and slick under my fingers, giving at every touch, and each time I pulled the milk out of her she rolled her hips once on the steel, a small involuntary grind against nothing. Her knees had fallen open, the cook’s pants stretched tight across her thighs, and her breathing had gone from a woman’s to something lower. Both her hands had come up, fluttering, moving without a job to do, and the commentary was speeding up, words running downhill, and I understood that the talking was getting in the way of the thing she had asked for.

So I took both her wrists in one of my hands, gently, and pressed them flat against her own stomach, against the warm wet trail of milk that had run down her, and kept working her with the other.

She went still.

“Hey,” she said. Quieter. “You can’t just.”

“I can. You asked for this. The talking’s in the way of it.” I kept my hand exactly where it was, steady, unhurried, working her slow, and my voice flat as a prep list. “You’re doing fine. You’re doing exactly right. Let it happen.”

“That’s not,” she said, and then the joke died. I watched it die. Mid-sentence, in her mouth, the funniest woman in the county losing her place in her own bit, her back arching up off the cold steel, her wrists pushing once against my grip and then staying there, held.

“Oh,” she said. One word. Disbelieving.

“There you go.”

“Oh,” she said again, and her heels came up off the steel, and the flush came up her throat into the freckles, and every muscle in her drew tight, and she came from my hands and the stillness and nothing else, nothing below her waist touched, her hips lifting once and staying lifted, her thighs clamping together, her body clenching in one long wave that started at her chest and went through her to her curled toes, and the last thing out of her mouth before it happened was that one disbelieving word, “oh,” like her body had handed in a report she had not authorized.

The milk let go completely when she came. It pulsed out of her in time with the shaking, warm jets of it down her ribs, into the pan, down my arm to the elbow, the pressure releasing in waves I could feel under my palm with each one, the swollen tightness softening and then clenching again with each aftershock, her breathing coming in gusts. I held her wrists against the wet of her own stomach and I held her gaze and I did not stop until she pulled once, gently, the way you tell a man enough.

I let her wrists go. She sat there with her chest heaving and the mess of it everywhere, pan half full, steel splashed, my arm dripping, her own stomach wet, and looked at me with her mouth open and nothing coming out of it, which had never happened before in the recorded history of the building. I have witnesses. Well. I have a pie case.

Her hands came back to life slowly, fingers opening and closing on her own stomach where I had held them, and she flexed them like she was checking they still worked, and then she touched her own chest, once, testing, and her eyebrows went up.

“It’s soft,” she said, with genuine professional interest. “It’s been a bag of concrete for nine days and now it’s soft. That’s. Okay. That’s remarkable. I’d shake your hand but you’ve seen what your hand does.”

“You’re staring,” I said, because she was, at my forearm, and she did not deny it.

“You’re staring,” she said eventually, but there was no heat in it.

“I’m admiring my work.”

“Your work.” She looked down at herself, at the pan, at my forearm, at the general state of her own torso. “My body did ninety percent of that.”

“Eighty. I’m taking ten for the wrist thing.”

“The wrist thing was a foul,” she said, and then she put her face in her hands and laughed, the big one, up out of her chest, and it had a crack in it, and she did not want me to see the crack, so I turned away and got the cloth.

I did her tenderness as a job, because it is the only way I know how to do it. Warm cloth, wrung out, and I cleaned her up slow and careful, collarbones, ribs, stomach, and she sat there and let me with her eyes shut and did not say one word, which from her was a paragraph. My spare cook’s coat off the hook, which fit her nowhere, the sleeves past her hands, the front straining over a chest it was not built for and gaping everywhere else. A glass of water, set down at her elbow like a ticket.

She watched me do all of it with her feet swinging six inches off the floor.

“You’re doing the decent thing,” she said. “Stop it. It’s weird.”

“It’s how I was raised.”

“You were raised in a diner.”

“I was raised near a diner,” I said, and cracked eggs.

I made her eggs at five in the morning in my own kitchen with my own hands, two eggs, butter, low heat, the way she had told me on day one they were supposed to be done, and she ate them sitting on the prep counter in my coat, and she rated them.

“Upgraded,” she said. “From crime to misdemeanor.”

“That’s the best review my cooking has had in six years, and I’m keeping it.”

“That’s not true, Harm likes your pie.”

“Harm has never once said he likes my pie.”

“Harm’s pie is gone when you come back,” she said. “Figure it out, Turcotte.”

She ate like a person who had been running a fever for a week and come out the other side, which I suppose she had, and somewhere in the middle of it she said four things funnier than anything I had said all year, one after another: a run about the pan and its future career, about my forearms and whether the county knew about them, about the pie case as a witness for the prosecution, about what the reviews of this establishment were going to look like on the internet. I laughed and my chest did a thing I did not look at directly.

“This was a one-time thing,” I announced, to her, and to the empty diner, and to the pie case, and to posterity. Five-seventeen in the morning. Write it down. “You needed help. I helped. We’re professionals. The shift starts at ten and nothing about it changes.”

The diner heard me. The diner has heard me make promises before.

The fryer heard it too, and cycled, unimpressed.

Fio slid off the counter, went past me to the specials board, picked up the chalk, and wrote in the corner, under the meatloaf, in her fast ugly cook’s hand:

FIO 1 — DELL 0

“What did I lose?” I said.

“You know what you lost,” she said, and hung the chalk back on its string, and left through the back door into the grey November morning with my coat on.

It stayed on the board. Under the meatloaf, where the regulars couldn’t see it unless they leaned, and they all leaned, and none of them ever asked, because this town knows a private joke when it sees one and prices it accordingly.

She came back after close the next night. And the next. The fourth night she came through the back door while I was breaking down the fryer and just waited in the doorway until I looked up, and I looked up, and she said, “Say the thing about it being a one-time thing again, I like how confident you were,” and I did not say it, and that was the policy’s time of death, ninety-six hours, a new county record.


Chapter 4: The Board

I made policies. I said them out loud to the fryer, because a policy isn’t real until the fryer’s heard it.

Policy one: not during a shift. Time of death, thirty hours. She came in early, the counter was empty, the rush was an hour away. She came through the back door with the boots planted wide and the cook’s pants doing their usual civic duty across the ass half this county had opinions about, and she leaned against the prep counter and looked at me until I understood what the leaning meant, and the policy died with the onions still in the pan.

Policy two: not in the walk-in. That one was hers, technically, from the first night, and she broke it herself on a Wednesday, in the doorway of the walk-in, which she argued did not count as in the walk-in, and I let the ruling stand because I am a coward.

Policy three: not anywhere a customer has ever sat. Time of death, six days, and I will not be discussing which booth.

The fryer’s verdict on each of these was a low cycling hum, which translates roughly to: keep talking, Wendell.

The scoreboard became the relationship in miniature, in chalk. FIO 4 — DELL 0 by the end of the second week, and the scoring was hers and the scoring was final. She chalked one up for pie versus cake, a fight we had at three in the morning with our whole chests. She chalked one up because I said she couldn’t carry the fifty-pound flour sack, and she could, and did, the length of the kitchen, and wrote the mark on the board still holding it. She chalked one up for the oil temperature thing, which she will be right about at my funeral.

I was losing the series and I did not entirely mind. I have been the funniest man in every room in this county for six years. It turns out that is a lonely thing to be. It turns out it is better to lose.

The town got its page that week too, because the town always does.

Harm at two, same stool, same thermos, no verdicts. The Driscoll brothers came in off the first plow run of the year, snow still on their shoulders, and ordered the identical breakfast they have ordered since before I owned the place and then disagreed about whether it was any good, simultaneously, in stereo.

“It’s better than it was,” said the one on the left.

“It’s worse than it was,” said the one on the right.

“New cook,” I said.

They both looked toward the pass, where Fio was visible from the shoulders up, and then back at their plates with the synchronized discipline of two men who have been married to sisters for twenty years and know exactly what is safe to have an opinion about.

“Better,” said the left one, quietly.

“Worse,” said the right one, in the same tone, out of principle.

Ike Sturdevant’s truck went past the lot at dawn, the creamery truck, slow, and Ike lifted two fingers off the wheel without looking, and that was the entire conversation, and it was the most Ike has ever said to anyone, and I counted it a good morning.

A thing has not happened in Kinross Bend until it has been carried into my diner and set on this counter. I am the terminus. Six years of it, and I had never once been the cargo. I thought about that more than I should have.

Thursday she stood at the pass arguing oil temperature with me, mid-sentence, both hands going, and a dark patch bloomed through the front of her cook’s coat, then a second one, and the argument never paused.

“Two-seventy-five recovery and you’re dropping cold product into it like you’re mad at it,” she said, and it ran down the front of the coat.

“It’s a four-minute fry, it doesn’t need recovery time,” I said, and she leaned on the pass and kept going, and the coat kept getting darker, and we argued straight through it, and it was the strangest, best argument I have ever had, and I won it, and she refused to score it. She said a mark under my name was premature. She said the commission would review it. The commission never reviewed it.

Dermot Strother came in at six one morning. Dermot comes in at six sometimes, eats eggs, says nothing, pays, leaves. This is a man I have known my whole life and the sum of our conversation across two decades would fit on a napkin. He sat, and ate, and I refilled his coffee, and he looked at the cup and said, “Junie’s pregnant,” the way another man says “cold out.”

Then he paid and left, and I stood over his empty cup with a coffee pot in my hand and news in my chest.

Here is what nobody understands about me: I had never kept a secret. Not once. It is not in my skill set. I am the pipe the county’s information flows through, and a pipe does not hold water, and for four days I walked around with Dermot Strother’s news in me like a man smuggling a piano, and Fio asked me twice why I was being weird, and I said the fryer was acting up, and the fryer ratted me out with its silence, and still, I kept it.

Dermot told me himself, at six in the morning, alone, the place empty, his cup the only thing on the counter between us. A man telling another man a thing over eggs before the world is up is not the counter, whatever the rule says. It got to the counter on its own, later, the way everything does, and after that it was the county’s business. But for four days it was mine, and I kept it, and it cost me physically, which somebody should know. My jaw ached. I’m serious.

And here is the arithmetic I did and then refused to do, standing there with my smuggled piano. Dermot’s girl, over his own shop. My night cook, behind my own line. And something I half-remembered from ten years back about a woman in Egypt Corners that made the counter for a week and then went quiet, the way things do. Three that I knew of, one county, ten years. I decided it was a coincidence, on the grounds that the alternative was this county having a situation, and I declined to examine it further, because I lived here.

Out the back lot at dusk that week the water tower had its light on, same as always, and I offered my theory, out loud, to Fio, who was smoking nothing and drinking a coffee on the back step.

“Kids,” I said. “Kids with a ladder, and a long extension cord off the creamery fence line. It’s a dare. It’s been a dare for thirty years, it’s passed down, like a relay team.”

“That’s your theory.”

“It’s a good theory.”

“The creamery fence line is four hundred feet from that tower.”

“They’d need a lot of cord,” I admitted. “You’d hear a generator.” I looked at it a while longer. The light burned on, yellow, indifferent. “I don’t have a theory anymore. That’s my theory. I’m at peace.”

“You’re never at peace.”

“I’m adjacent to peace.”

Her want got its name that week too, and it mattered more than anything I ever gave her. The Whiteout Chili-Off. Third Saturday of February, the winter carnival on the landing, tents and ice and the county standing around in Carhartts eating out of foam cups. She had placed third twice and second once. She had a wall of ribbons in her apartment hung like warrants. She had recipe notebooks in her bag that nobody was allowed to touch, and between rushes she tested batches in a four-quart pot and made the night shift rate them on a card system she invented and defended like case law.

“The judging is corrupt,” she told the pie case. “Dodie Pruitt wins because Dodie Pruitt is what this county thinks chili is supposed to taste like. She makes chili for people who think pepper is a lifestyle choice.”

“Your chili’s good,” I said, rating batch eleven honestly.

“It needed more cumin. Don’t coddle me.” She picked up the chalk, and held it over my name, and thought about it, and put the chalk back on its string. “You get nothing. But it was noted.”

The threat got its face in the same week, because that is how that week went, everything arriving at once like the one a.m. rush.

The diesel gauge on the five-hundred-gallon tank read wrong. Down faster than the generator and the fryer line could account for. I blamed the gauge, because I am an optimist, which is what men like me call it when we don’t want to do arithmetic.

And Dax Verrill started sitting the corner booth at eleven.

Big man, foreman’s vest over a hoodie, contractor’s cap, a travel mug he refilled like he owned the pot. Road crew, the county contractor doing the night resurfacing out on County 9. Pleasant. Unhurried. Tipped a quarter, every time, on a twelve-dollar ticket, and I do not judge a man by his tip except that I absolutely do, and a quarter is not a tip, a quarter is a message.

His eyes stayed on the kitchen too long. Not on Fio the way every man’s eyes stayed on Fio. On the kitchen. On the back. Measuring.

Second week of him, he said something to her over the pass, low, with a smile, something about what a girl like her was doing stuck out here on the levee road at night, and Fio did not even look up from the rail.

“Getting hit on by a man whose whole personality is a vest,” she said, loud, cheerful, and the counter laughed, all twelve stools, Harm into his thermos, the Driscolls in stereo.

Dax did not laugh.

I watched him not laugh, and I watched him watch her mouth, and I put the quarter in the register and said nothing. What I felt was older and dumber than worry, and I did not have a policy for it either.

She came to me after close that Friday, and the register was done and the chairs were up, and she said, casual as a ticket call, “I want your mouth on me. Tonight.”

“All right,” I said.

“And before you get smug about it,” she said, and there it was, the chin coming up, every bit of her in one move, “I’m framing it as a title fight. Your mouth versus the defending champion. Or are you scared you’ll lose that too?”


Chapter 5: Title Fight

She set the terms like a bout card.

“My place,” she said, at the back door at close, leaning in the frame with her bag over her shoulder. “My rules. And a wager, because nothing in this life is free, Turcotte. If I finish you first, I rename the meatloaf special for a week. Anything I want. On the board. In chalk. Full size letters.”

“That’s a hostage negotiation.”

“That’s a title fight. Saturday. After close.” She pointed at me with the tongs she had no reason to still be holding. “Bring your A game and a change of underwear.”

“What do I get if I win?”

She looked at me like I had asked the stupidest question in the history of the building. “Me,” she said, like she was explaining soup. “Obviously. That’s the prize. The meatloaf is just for the humiliation.”

She lived over the hardware store on Front Street, up a stairwell that smelled like eighty years of other people’s paint, and her apartment told me who she was before she got the door all the way open.

Recipe notebooks, a whole shelf of them, spine-labeled in her fast ugly hand: SOUPS, SAUCES, CARNIVAL, REVENGE. A kitchen kept better than mine, copper pans on a rail, a knife roll she sharpened herself, and she let me see that land, and enjoyed it. And on the wall over the couch, hung in a neat row with actual care, three ribbons: third, third, second. Displayed like warrants. Like evidence in a case she was still building.

“The trophy room,” I said.

“The wall of shame.”

“You framed them.”

“I hung them,” she said. “Framing is for winners. Hung is for motivation.” She gave me the tour of them, the whole wall, like a docent. “This one’s the first year, I was twenty-four, I lost to Dodie by one point and she patted my shoulder. This one I actually won and they gave it to her anyway because she cried at the announcement. And this one’s the second place. The second place is the worst one. The second place is why you’re here.”

“I’m here because you dared me.”

“Same thing,” she said.

She stood in her own kitchen and said it in exact words, with the bout terms attached, and I made her ask again with the kitchen light on her, and she did, and the dare in her voice was already thinner than it had been at the diner.

“I want your mouth on me,” she said, flat, looking at me. “After I get mine on you. In that order, because I go first, because I’m the champion. Say okay.”

“Okay.”

“Okay,” she said, and dragged the kitchen chair into the middle of the floor with a scrape of wood on linoleum, and pointed at it. “That’s the ring.”

She got out of her clothes with commentary, because of course she did, a running play-by-play about the cold radiator and my receding hairline and the structural limits of the chair, and I watched her do it with my hands in my pockets. The boots, kicked off across her own clean floor. The cook’s pants, down over the thick thighs and off, folded, because she was physically incapable of not folding. The ass, bare, round and high and swaying as she spun to throw her shirt at me, the thing the counter had opinions about, entirely correct in every opinion. The soft waist. The chest, heavy and full and tight, already damp at the tips, freckles running down across the tops of them like they’d been painted there to kill me. The throat, flushed. The mouth, moving. The eyes, hazel and bright and already laughing at how gone I was.

“Eyes up, champ,” she said.

“They’re where the fight is.”

She shoved me down into the chair and went to her knees between my feet, and she looked up at me with her hands on my thighs, and said, “Two minutes. I’m calling it at two minutes. I’ve never needed more than two minutes. You have the look of a ninety-second man, honestly. I’m being generous.”

“There’s no clock in a title fight.”

“There’s a clock in my heart,” she said, and got my pants open, and took me into her mouth, lips first, slow, her tongue flat against the underside, and then she sank down the length of me and every funny thought I have ever had left the building.

I am going to tell you the truth about the next stretch of time and I am not going to make myself look good doing it. She was magnificent. This was past enthusiasm, this was craft, eleven years of professional pride applied to an amateur event: her lips sealed tight and sliding, her hand wrapped around the base working what her mouth couldn’t reach, her cheeks hollowing on the upstroke with a suction that made my vision swim. She did a thing with the flat of her tongue, twisting slow on the way up with her fist following, that I do not have the vocabulary for, and a thing with both hands and her throat that I had only heard rumors about, and she set a pace like a metronome and then broke it, deliberately, pausing with just the tip of me between her lips and looking up, then swallowing me deep again every time I got used to the rhythm, because she understood timing the way she understood the fryer, by ear, from underneath.

And she talked. That was the thing. She kept up a commentary with her mouth full, which should be impossible, and is not, and is a war crime: muffled, satisfied, technical observations about my breathing and the state of my hands on the chair arms, announced predictions, a play-by-play of my own collapse delivered by the woman causing it.

“You’re gripping the chair,” she said, or something near it, around me. “That’s a tell. That’s a big tell. The chair is losing. The chair is filing a grievance.”

I conducted an interior negotiation with my own body. I will not repeat the terms. I offered things. I bargained with muscles I do not have names for. I thought about the fryer. I thought about the Driscolls. I thought about Purdy’s seed cap, and that bought me four seconds. Eight years of cooking on towboats, sixteen-hour shifts, a man who has held a twelve-quart stockpot at arm’s length over a rolling galley floor in weather, and I was hanging on by my fingernails inside of ninety seconds because a woman with freckles had decided this was a sport.

The two-minute mark passed.

I know it passed because she stopped, just for a second, with me still in her mouth, and looked up at me, and held my eyes, and then, deliberate, unmistakable, she slowed down.

And that was the moment I understood her, and I have never un-understood it since. The wager was already lost in her head. She would rather lose the bet than win on a technicality. She would rather lose than have me think she could only do it fast. It was proud and stupid and funny and pure Fio Bevacqua, and it nearly finished me on the spot, and the only thing that saved me was laughing, which broke her rhythm, which she claimed was a foul.

“You’re laughing,” she said, outraged, up off me, her hand still on me, wet, her hair half down. “You can’t laugh. That’s interference. The commission will hear about this.”

“My turn,” I said, and put my hand in her hair, copper and thick and warm, and stopped her mid-performance, and she pretended to object.

“The champion doesn’t yield the floor.”

“The champion’s on her back.”

I put her on the bed, and got her thighs over my shoulders, thick and warm against my ears, and put my mouth on her. She was swollen and slick, wet enough that I tasted her before my tongue touched anything, and I spread her open with my thumbs and licked up through the center of her, slow, flat, and the sound she made was a word with no consonants in it, and the commentary ran.

For a while.

“That’s, okay, that’s a technical approach, very by-the-book, the judges will note the fundamentals, the fundamentals are,” and a breath, and then I sealed my lips over her clit and sucked, slow, tongue working against it in tight circles, and the sentence lost its middle. “That’s not in the rulebook. I’m lodging a, I’m lodging it later. The commission accepts late filings.”

I was in no hurry. That was the wager nobody had chalked: she had gone slow for pride, and I was going to go slow because slow was how you took the best mouth in the county apart. I set a pace like a Sunday shift and I kept it, and the play-by-play started dropping words the way a bad radio drops signal. Full scouting reports became single observations. “Left, left, you’re a compass, be a compass, be the best compass.” Then: “That’s illegal in,” and she never said where. Then: “the judges,” and the judges were never heard from again. Her thighs came up tighter over my shoulders without her deciding to put them there, and her heels dug into my back, and her hands stopped gesturing and started gripping, which I noted with the part of my brain that runs the rail, the part that reads a rush off the sound of a room.

Then, further along, single words: “yeah,” and “there,” and “don’t,” and then syllables, pieces of words, consonants that had lost their jobs, her hand fisted in my hair and her whole body pulled tight as a tripwire, and then nothing. Nothing but noise. The best mouth in the county, empty.

I took her through it slow, patient, the low steady heat you put under a sauce, and her hands grabbed the sheet, then my hair, then the sheet again, and her chest had let go, warm white lines of milk tracking down her stomach and pooling in the hollow of her navel while I worked, and it never slowed us down, my face wet with her and her stomach wet with herself, and the noise she was making had no words and no jokes in it, and her hips had taken over the steering entirely, moving against my mouth on a rhythm nobody was narrating anymore because there was nobody left upstairs to narrate it, and she came loudly, outraged about it even as it happened, both hands in my hair and her thighs shaking against my ears, and then lay there with one arm over her face, breathing like she’d been up a ladder.

“You lose on points,” I said.

“There was no clock,” she said, to the ceiling. “I said that. I said there was no clock. You’re holding me to a clock I invented and then abolished. That’s entrapment.”

“You abolished it after you lost to it.”

“The commission is corrupt. Everyone knows it.” She got up on her elbow, and her eyes were bright and wrecked, and she invoked a rematch clause she invented on the spot, and pushed me back against her own headboard, and finished me with her mouth because she would not be beaten on pace and would not leave the night on a loss.

She took her time about it this time, to make a point, and the point was made thoroughly, with both hands, her lips sliding wet and tight over the head while her fist worked the shaft, and with commentary she could no longer fully staff. “This is how it goes when I’m not,” a pause for air, the tip of her tongue tracing the underside slow, “when I’m not being generous,” and then she showed me how it went, slow, deliberate, sinking deep and pulling back with her cheeks hollowed, watching my face the whole way up like a woman reading a gauge. There was no clock in her heart anymore. There was just the work, and she did the work like a woman this county had mispriced for years.

I lasted longer than ninety seconds. Not a lot longer. She knew exactly when it was coming, read it off me the way she reads the rail at a rush, and she looked up and held my eyes and did not slow down this time, and it went through me like the building coming off its foundation, pulsing, my hips lifting off the mattress, my hands fisted in her clean sheets and my head back and a sound out of me I would have denied in court, and she held her mouth on me through all of it, swallowing once and then again, her hand still working slow, milking the last of it out of me, thorough to the end, and when she pulled off she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and said, hoarse, “That’s a draw.”

“That’s not a draw.”

“It’s a draw. The judges are in my pocket. I have pockets somewhere.”

“Rematch Thursday,” she said, into my shoulder. “After close. Double or nothing on the meatloaf.”

“You lost the bet and took the meatloaf anyway.”

“Then double nothing. The commission will set the terms.”

We ended up in her too-small bed, a bed for one person with strong opinions, and she talked. That was the thing she did afterward, every time: talked, fast, lower, hand flat on my chest, narrating the week, the chili, the Driscolls, a thing Harm had said to his thermos, a plan for the food cost that involved me apologising to a supplier. Somewhere in there she rated my performance on a specials board in her head, and when I asked what the score was she said the scoring was not my business, and the scoring never once became my business. And then, mid-sentence, between one word and the next, she was asleep. Just gone. Like a light turned off.

I lay there in the dark in her bed with her hand on my chest and I did arithmetic.

Twelve years younger than me. My employee. The funniest person I have ever met, on the wall of a town that had already decided she was a punchline with a spatula, saving her real self in notebooks nobody was allowed to touch. And here is the fear, and I will say it once and then put it away the way you’re supposed to: I was not afraid of the town’s opinion. The town’s opinion has never once frightened me; I have made a living off it. I was afraid I was a rest stop. The funny man with the all-night diner on the way to wherever she was actually going, the guy she tells stories about later, the winter she spent in Kinross Bend before the rest of her life. Somebody once told me I was the best company she had ever had and that she had never once reached me, and she said it kindly, which made it worse, and I have been talking ever since, because quiet is where that lives.

I lay there and thought that thought all the way through, and rated my own honesty as suspiciously mature, and put it away, and fell asleep with the best cook in the county asleep on my arm.

Four in the morning. I drove back to the diner because the bread delivery comes at five and the tank was on my mind, and I took the trash out to the back lot because that is what you do when you own a place, the work never ends, it just changes shape.

Dax Verrill was standing by my diesel tank with a length of hose in his hand.

Perfectly pleasant. Travel mug in the other hand. Steam coming off it. Like a neighbor. Like a man who had every right to be standing on my lot at four in the morning next to five hundred gallons of my diesel.

“Gauge read low from the road,” he said. “Thought I’d save you a freeze-up. These cold snaps, exposed lot like this, anything can happen.”

“Tank’s fine,” I said. My voice came out level. I noted that. “I check it twice a day.”

“Just being neighborly.” He coiled the hose, unhurried, and looked around my lot the way a man looks at a thing he has already priced. “It’s exposed out here, is all I’m saying. Levee road, no neighbors, all those hours with nobody around. A man ought to think about that.”

He got in his truck and drove off, unhurried, the county contractor’s logo on the door, mud caked in the wheel wells, and I stood there with the trash bag in my hand for a full minute, and my hands shook. That is the plain fact of it: my hands shook for a full minute.

Then I wrote down the time and the plate and the logo on the back of a receipt, out of a portion man’s habit of writing down what he cannot fix.

I did not call anybody. For anyone who has never lived here: what the county does, it does in six weeks, and what happens to me happens at two in the morning tonight, and a process only teaches a man like Dax Verrill to aim better. That is the whole arithmetic. I am not proud of it. It is just the arithmetic.

Next day I bought a padlock for the tank cap and a motion light for the lot, and I installed both myself, on a ladder, with a running commentary for the benefit of nobody, about how I had not been on a ladder since the sign bulbs went and how ladders were a young man’s game and how the county should be doing this, which it never would, and how the padlock was rated for weather, which it would need to be, out here, where it was weather eleven months a year.

Fio watched me from the back door with her arms folded. She said nothing. She filed it. I saw her file it: the ladder, the lock, the light, the fact that I had not mentioned a single reason for any of it. She chose not to ask yet. It was the longest she had ever gone without asking about anything, and it scared me more than the hose had.

That night after close, mid-argument about the chili, batch fourteen, she said, “You can’t put that in our tank, the sediment’ll,” and stopped.

Our tank.

She heard it. She did not take it back. She stirred the pot with great concentration and said, “You heard nothing.”

“I heard nothing,” I said.

But I had, and she knew I had, and the chalk did not move on the board, because there was no column on that board for what had just happened.


Chapter 6: The Window

Before anything bad happened, she rebuilt my diner on me.

Twelve percent. She cut my food cost twelve percent in a month, out of spite, because she said my prep system looked like it had been designed by a man falling down stairs. She rebuilt it. She labeled my shelves. She found four hundred dollars a month in waste I had been throwing away for six years and called it a treasure hunt for idiots. She renegotiated the produce guy by insulting his tomatoes to his face, which I would not have believed was a negotiating tactic, and it worked, and now he comes in early and stays for coffee and I think he’s in love with her, and she has not noticed, because she only notices people who can keep up.

And the two a.m. crowd doubled, because word travels the river faster than any road: the night cook at Dell’s is doing something back there, and truckers and plow drivers and the lock crew started timing their runs to hit my counter. I had to add a stool’s worth of elbow room at the far end. I had to order twice the bacon. My diner, which I had run the same way for six years, had a line at two in the morning, and she took the credit by announcing she didn’t want it.

Harm rated batch sixteen. Harm ate it slowly, set the spoon down, and said, “That’s the one,” and then nothing else, one verdict being the season’s quota, and Fio wrote it in the notebook in capital letters and showed it to me like a court document.

Then it was a Tuesday, two in the morning, a full rail, snow coming down outside and the room loud and warm. Fio was working the rail like she owned it, because by then she did: boots planted wide, thick thighs braced against the rush, the ass in the cook’s pants swaying between the grill and the pass while she plated four tickets at once. And the front window came in.

Just the sound first. Glass has a sound when it lets go all at once, and every head in the room came up, and there was a brick sitting in the remains of two booths, and glass everywhere, and snow blowing in through the hole in my building.

Nobody was cut deep. A trucker at the counter got it along the forearm and sat there bleeding into his coffee saying he was fine. I was already around the counter with the towel off my shoulder.

And Fio came out from behind the grill line with a ladle.

It was the only time in all of this that I physically overruled her. She was through the pass and heading for the door, ladle in her fist like a cavalry saber, fury from her boots up, and I got one arm around her waist and picked her up off the floor and set her back behind the line, and she swore at me the entire time, and my back took her weight like it was nothing, and neither of those facts got discussed until much later.

“There’s nobody out there,” I said. “It’s a brick. Bricks don’t need chasing. Let the ladle go.”

“I will not let the ladle go. The ladle is all we have.”

There was no note. A brick is a brick. But I picked it up off the booth cushion with a bar towel and turned it over, and there it was: the broken edge, and the spray-flag paint, orange, off a County 9 road pile. I knew that brick. Every man in this county who has ever hauled anything knows that brick.

I did not say it to the room.

The counter rendered its verdict in real time and it was useless, as the counter’s verdicts always are when they’re fast. Theories. Opinions. Kids. Drifters. Somebody’s brother-in-law with a grudge from the bowling league. The Driscolls thought it was two separate things, simultaneously, which was a new record even for them. Everybody on the shift pitched in on the cleanup, because that’s what this town is for all its faults, and by dawn I had the window boarded with plywood I cut wrong twice, with the entire counter offering free advice through the pass about my carpentry, which I rated, silently, as some of the best comedy of the year. “Other left,” said a trucker I had never seen before in my life. Mark that down. A stranger felt entitled to critique my board-up. That’s what owning the counter means: the counter owns you back.

Fio disappeared into the walk-in around four. Adrenaline and two missed hours do what they do. I found her in there with her jaw set and her arms crossed, the front of her coat already going dark, and I did not say anything, and I did not go in. I got a warm cloth and a dry cook’s coat and set them on the shelf by the door, and I walked away, and ten minutes later she came out in the dry coat and worked the rest of the shift and did not look at me, and that was fine, because that was the job.

Next night, eleven o’clock, Dax Verrill sat the corner booth.

Pleasant as ever. Ordered the meatloaf. Ate it with the travel mug at his elbow. And when I came by with the coffee pot he said, conversational, like the weather:

“Shame about the window. Accidents happen to exposed properties.” He cut the meatloaf. “You know, a smart man sells his diesel to the crew at a friend’s price and stops worrying about his gauge. Route runs right past you. Be the easiest money you never made.”

“My diesel’s not for sale.”

“Everything’s for sale.” He smiled with his mouth. “Out here on the levee road, though, a man ought to think about what it’s for sale at.”

I set the pot down. My hands were steady. I noted that with interest, the way you’d note a gauge moving, because the last time this man had stood on my property my hands had shaken for a minute, and now they weren’t, and I found that more interesting than frightening.

“The meatloaf’s twelve dollars,” I said. “The quarter’s an insult and you know it, and this is the last time you’re welcome at my counter.”

He looked at me for a while, and the pleasantness stayed on his face like paint, and then he stood up and put on the cap.

“You talk a lot,” he said. “Everybody says so. Talkers are usually selling something.” He set a quarter on the table. “Good luck with the window.”

He paid for the meatloaf. He tipped a quarter. He left.

After close, Fio was not crying. Not one tear. She stood in my kitchen and she was furious in a way that was entirely hers, fists on her hips, pacing the line like it had personally offended her.

“He thinks our diner is a soft touch,” she said. “Our diner. Our road. This is a hard target. We are the hardest target on it. Who bricks a window with a full counter inside? A coward. A coward with a vest.”

Three “ours.” She never caught one of them.

Then she stopped pacing, and turned, and her register turned over completely, and she came at me with her shoulders back and her eyes bright, and she said: “You know what you should do. You should put me over that prep counter and spank me like I deserve it. You wouldn’t, though. You wouldn’t dare.”

“No.”

Her mouth was already open for the next line. It stayed open. “What?”

“No.” I leaned on the counter and I did not move, and I said it flat, the way you call a ticket. “Not while it’s a dare. Not while you’re still shaking from glass. You want that, you ask me for it plain, some night when it’s a thing you want and not a thing you’re throwing at me to see if I’ll flinch. I don’t touch dares. I told you that the first night and it’s the only rule I’ve kept.”

“That’s not,” she said, and then, “you sanctimonious fry-cook son of a,” and then she ran out of road, and stopped, breathing.

It cost me. She was standing right there and every part of me voted yes and I said no, and I rated my own performance afterward as the most expensive word of my life.

She called me a name I will not repeat because I have it saved somewhere private and it’s mine.

And then, quiet, looking at the floor: “That was the decent thing. You keep doing the decent thing. It’s infuriating. Nobody asked you to be like this.”

Two nights later, after close, the chairs up, the pie case humming, she came and stood in front of me and there was no joke anywhere in the building.

“I want you,” she said. Plain. Looking at me. “All of it. Tonight. Upstairs, your bed, the whole thing.” She took a breath, and did not look away, and her voice went plain, no decoration on it, every word landed like a ticket call. “I want you inside me and I want you to stay there. I don’t want you to pull out. I want it to take. I’m saying it plain because you wouldn’t touch a dare, so this is not one. This is me asking.”


Chapter 7: All In

She had never been upstairs.

Six years I had lived six feet from my job and she had never once been up the back stairs, and her tour of my apartment was a comedy beat and a tenderness beat at the same time, which is the only kind we ever got. One room over the kitchen and one over the counter. A bed, a dresser, a couch with a story, a kitchen table with two chairs and one of them wobbles. A life you could carry out in one trip.

“You live like a lighthouse keeper,” she said.

“It’s close to work.”

“You ARE work. This isn’t a home, it’s a diner’s attic.” She opened my cupboard. “Four plates. You own four plates. In a building with forty seats.” She stood in the middle of it and turned around slowly, taking the tour, and her voice did a thing on the last line, a softness she covered fast: “There’s nothing of you up here, Dell.”

“There is now.”

She crossed to the bed and sat on the edge of it and bounced once, testing, with the professional concentration of a woman rating a proofing drawer.

“Structurally optimistic,” she ruled. “That’s a bed with confidence. A bed that believes in itself.” She bounced again and the frame made a sound like a man clearing his throat in church. “Okay. It has a union representative. It’s registered complaints.” She considered it, then me. “It’ll do. If it dies tonight it dies doing what it loved, and I want that in the report.”

Then she stood up in the middle of my kitchen and said it, in order, and I knew I would be hearing the order of it in my sleep for a month.

“I want you to take my clothes off. I want your mouth and then I want you inside me. I don’t want you to stop and I don’t want you to pull out. I want you to finish in me and I want it to take.” She said all of it plain, her eyes level on mine, and then she said, unprompted: “I’m asking like this because of what you did after the window. You didn’t touch the dare. So this is me, learning the new thing. No dare attached.”

“Say the part about not pulling out again.”

“Dell.”

“Say it.”

“I want you to finish in me,” she said, slower, looking at me, “and I don’t want you to pull out. Ever. I want to feel it stay. I want it to take. I want you to put a baby in me, if we’re saying the whole thing, and we are.”

“Okay,” I said. “Then understand what it means before it happens.” I did not touch her yet. “You’re not my night cook anymore. I’m not a stop on your way anywhere. After tonight I’m not giving you back, to anyone, ever. That’s the terms. That’s the whole contract.”

“Terms accepted,” she said. “Now come here before the moment passes, I’m not good at moments.”

It started as a contest because she was Fio. She got my shirt off and hers, and climbed me in the kitchen chair, the one that wobbles, straddling me with her knees on the seat and her hands in my hair, and set the pace with her hips and her mouth both, the commentary already running.

“Okay, here’s how this goes, I set the pace, I’m the pace car, this chair is going to file a complaint, you just,” and she rolled her hips and lost the sentence, and found it: “you just sit there and be furniture, you’ve had practice at furniture.”

She kissed me like she was trying to win that too, all mouth and tempo, and I let her, and I did not race her. That is the only trick I have and I will teach it to no one: let the fast ones be fast, and be there when the fast runs out. My hands sat at her waist and stayed there, and her breasts dragged warm and heavy against my chest, wet at the tips already, and she felt what that did to me and commented on it, technical, appreciative, obscene.

“The furniture’s reacting. The furniture has a tell. The furniture’s not going to make the two-minute,” and she rolled her hips again and caught my lip in her teeth, “mark. The commission notes the furniture’s enthusiasm.”

“The commission can get its own girl.”

“The commission,” she said, pleased, right up against my mouth, “is JEALOUS.”

I let her run it for a minute longer, because the minute was hers, and because watching Fio Bevacqua try to win a thing she had already won was the best show in the county. Then I put my hands under her ass and stood up out of the chair with her entire weight in my hands, no strain, and carried her the four steps to the kitchen table, and set her over the edge of it.

The commentary faltered.

“Okay,” she said, considerably quieter. “Okay. The forklift thing again. You’re doing the forklift thing.”

I took her clothes the rest of the way off, slow, because slow was the game and I had been waiting nine weeks to play it properly. The cook’s pants down over the thick thighs and off her ankles one boot at a time, her watching me do it with her spine arched and her breath coming short. The rest of it after. And then I looked at her, my night cook, bare on my kitchen table under the one good lamp, and the whole county had been wrong about which thing to look at first.

The boots were on my floor and her feet were bare and dangling off the edge of my table, and she swung them once, nerves, and caught herself doing it and stopped. The thighs, thick, shaped by a decade of twelve-hour days on a hard kitchen floor. The round high sway of her ass against the table edge. The soft waist. And then the chest, and I took my time, because the counter had called it average for two months and the counter had never once seen it in the light: full and heavy and swollen with it, the skin stretched tight and warm with the pressure, freckles peppered down across the tops and into the shadow between, the nipples hard and dark and already wet. One thin line of milk tracked down her ribs as I watched and caught the lamplight, and she saw me see it and for once did not make a joke about it.

The freckles kept going, shoulders, chest, down. The flush was climbing her throat into them. Her hair had come loose from the tie somewhere between the chair and the table and hung copper and tangled around her face, and her hands were flat on the wood beside her hips, and she was letting me look, and the cost of that was on her face for anyone who knew how to read her, and I knew how to read her.

“You’re staring,” she said, but quietly, and her voice had none of the kitchen in it.

“I’m memorizing the menu.”

“It’s a prix fixe,” she said. “There’s no substitutions.”

“Hey,” she said, soft, and pulled me in by the hips.

I pushed into her slow, just the head at first, and she was wet and swollen and the heat of her gripped me tight, and her throat bared to the lamp, and the sound she made had no joke in it anywhere. I sank the rest of the way in one long stroke, felt her stretch and give around me, her hips tilting up off the table to take it, and the commentary started again, quieter, a play-by-play losing its footing from the first stroke.

“Okay. Okay, that’s, you’re,” and a breath, and “don’t stop doing the slow thing, the slow thing is,” and I did not stop doing the slow thing. I gave her the slow thing until her hips were coming up off the table edge to meet it and her heels were drumming against my back and her hands had lost their grip on the wood twice. Then I took her by the waist and turned her over onto the table, one move, no strain, and she went with it, laughing once into her own arm, the copper of her hair spilling across the wood. I came back into her from behind, one long push, deeper at this angle, and she swore into her own arm. I put both hands on her chest from underneath, cupped the full swollen weight of her, her nipples hard and slick against my palms, and started working the pressure out of her while I fucked her, slow pulls on her chest timed to the strokes, and the milk came in spurts with each squeeze, warm over my hands, running down her stomach, dripping off the table edge onto my kitchen floor, and her arms gave out.

It came the way it had the first night and more, because she was fuller now and she was moving now, and every stroke worked it out of her onto my fingers, my wrists, the wood, and the sound of it was obscene and the smell of it was sweet and warm in my kitchen, and she was making sounds I had never heard from her, low ones, involuntary, and the sentences became words, and the words became pieces.

She went down to her elbows, and then her forearms, cheek turned against the wood, and she said, “the table, the table is, oh,” and the table walked an inch across my kitchen floor, unremarked by either of us.

“Dell.” Her voice came up out of her wrecked and careful. “The thing. From after the window. I’m asking for it. Plain.” She turned her head and looked at me over her shoulder, cheek against the wood, flushed all the way into the freckles. “Spank me. I’m asking. No dare. I want it. Please.”

I brought my hand down on her, open, across the full round of her ass, and the sound of it cracked through my kitchen and came back off the cupboards, and a red bloom followed my palm, and she yelped and then laughed, the big one, cracking up into the air.

“One,” she announced. “Counting. It’s a system. Two.”

Three, and the laugh was still in it. Four, and the laugh had something else in it, a catch, a hook, and her back went into that deep hollow and tipped her ass up to meet my hand, the red deepening under my fingers, my handprint standing out white on the skin and then flushing dark. Five, and she did not say five, she said “oh,” in a different voice entirely, and six, and by six she had forgotten the number and she said so.

“I lost count. I lost count, that’s never, I always keep count, I,” and the rest of it dissolved, and the laugh turned into something else mid-sound, and the something else had my name in it.

I kept the rhythm, hand and hips, and worked her chest with my other hand, and she was gone, fully gone, eleven years of running commentary with nothing left of it but noise, grabbing the far edge of my kitchen table and holding on.

“There you are,” I said, flat, into her hair. “There you are. That’s the part I wanted. You ask me plain for anything you want, and I give it to you, and you don’t have to win it. You don’t have to win anything ever again.”

“Say you’ll stay in me,” she gasped. “Say it.”

“I’m staying in you. I’m going to finish in you, deep, and it’s going to stay there, and we’re going to keep doing that until it takes. You asked for it plain and you get it. All of it.”

“Put a baby in me,” she said, and it was not dirty talk, or it was, and it was as true as anything either of us had ever said, and it broke her completely.

She came with everything she had, clenching hard around me in waves, arched and shaking and loud, milk running down her stomach onto my table in warm lines, her hands slipping on the wet wood, and I got an arm around her waist and held her up and drove deep one last time and let it go, pulsing inside her, held as deep as I could get, and it went through me in waves while she tightened around each one and said my name into the table like it was the only word left in the language, and she pushed back into me to keep me there, and I could feel her body pulling at me, drawing it in, and neither of us moved for a long time.

Her body kept going after, small aftershocks that gripped me each time, her back rising and falling, and I stayed exactly where I was, still inside her, softening, because staying was the point, and we left the mess where it was: the milk cooling on the table, the wet of us together running slowly down the inside of her thigh, and she knew it, and she said, muffled, into the wood, “you’re still,” and I said, “I’m staying,” and she laughed, one breath, wrecked and satisfied.

“Good,” she said. “That’s policy. I’m making it policy. I’ll get the chalk.”

My kitchen. The lamp. The building quiet underneath us, doing its nightly arithmetic. Her back rising and falling under my hand, the red print of my palm blooming on her ass, and her reaching back over her shoulder to look at it, and liking what she saw, and not bothering to hide that she liked it.

“That table’s still sanitary,” she said eventually, to the wood. “Just. On a technicality.”

“I’ll bleach it.”

“You’ll bleach nothing, you’re going to leave it and think about it every time you prep, don’t lie to me.”

Afterward I did the tenderness as a job, because it is the only way I know how. Washcloth, warm, rung out. Water glass, set down by her hand. I cleaned her up station by station, closing-checklist thorough, and she leaned on the table and let me, wobbly, flushed, naked in my kitchen, and watched my face while I did it.

“This is not a thing I do,” she said. “The letting. You know that. You’re writing this down.”

“I’m not writing anything down.”

“You’re writing it down in your head. I can hear the pen. The pen that doesn’t exist. The emergency pen.”

“The emergency pen’s for emergencies.”

“What do you call this?”

“Routine maintenance,” I said, and she put her face in her hands and laughed, and the laugh had no crack in it this time, and I filed that too.

In bed, afterward, she got the notebook out of her bag and read me the final recipe. The real one. The one for February. She read it off the page like a charge sheet, quantities and timings, and then stopped and said, without looking up: “Nobody’s tasted that before the judges. Nobody ever. So. There it is.”

“I’ll carry the pot,” I said.

“You’ll carry the pot and you’ll keep your mouth shut in front of the judges.”

“I’m famous for that.”

Downstairs the freezer kicked on, the hum coming up through the floor, and she lay with her hand flat on my chest and said, “Our diner,” about the boarded window, flat out, no catch in it this time. And then, quieter, into the dark: “That thing you said. About not being your night cook anymore. Did that come with terms?”

“It came with a ring,” I said. “Eventually. When I can afford one that isn’t a crime.”

“Eventually,” she said. “I’m holding you to eventually.”

“Do that.”

She was asleep mid-sentence inside of a minute, hand still flat on my chest, and I lay there listening to the freezer run, and I thought about a ring, and a baby, and a boarded window, and a man in a vest with a quarter on the table, and I did not sleep for a long time.


Chapter 8: What I Intend

The fryer flared up on a Thursday at the tail of the shift, a grease fire, small but sincere, and I handled it badly and then well: wrong lid first, then the right one, then the extinguisher, and I got the pin in my teeth and the fire smothered and the kitchen full of that sharp white powder smell, and Fio was standing at the pass with the fire blanket in her hands, the front of her coat pulled tight, one dark patch starting low on the left side that was not getting mentioned during an emergency, and her eyes enormous.

And with the pin still in my teeth I told her what I intended.

“Keeping you,” I said, around the pin, and took it out of my mouth. “Marrying you. Putting a baby in you, which you’ve already asked for in writing, more or less. Putting your name over the door next to mine. And telling this town to its face at my own counter when they come to have an opinion about it. That’s what I intend.”

“You’re proposing to me over a grease fire.”

“It’s a statement of intent. The proposal’s later. It’ll have a ring. This one’s got a fire extinguisher.”

“Yes,” she said. Immediately, no pause, hands still on the fire blanket. “Yes to all of it, obviously, yes.”

“All right.”

“Now I need to say something about you as a man.” She put the blanket down. “You just told me you intend to marry me with an extinguisher in your hand and fire powder on your apron. Your big romantic speech had a smoke element. Six years, Turcotte. Six years I’ve known you, you’ve never once said anything at the right temperature.”

“You’ve known me three months.”

“Three of the longest months of my life,” she said, and crossed the kitchen and put her face against my chest, and then, into my shirt: “Your fryer’s a death trap and I’m marrying it too.”

Her want kept moving, because her want never stopped moving. The entry went in for the Whiteout. The recipe was final, capital letters, HARM-APPROVED. Dodie Pruitt got her page: five years running, VFW champion, gracious in victory in a way that could curdle milk, had once told Fio her chili was “very ambitious,” and Fio repeated the word “ambitious” at least twice a shift for a month, each time like she was spitting out a seed.

“You can carry the pot,” she said. “That’s it. That’s the job. You carry the pot and you don’t talk to the judges. You don’t talk NEAR the judges. If a judge looks at you, you become furniture.”

“I’m very good at furniture. You’ve told me so.”

And she told me, straight, one slow night, leaning on the pass: “The plain asking thing is harder than anything you’ve ever done to me. Harder than the table. Harder than the other thing. So I’ve started doing it on purpose. In daylight. At you. Just to watch you not flinch.”

“I don’t flinch.”

“You flinched on Tuesday.”

“That was a cough.”

“You flinched,” she said, delighted, and chalked nothing on the board. The flinch, she ruled, did not count if I admitted to it, and the chalk stayed on its string.

The campaign ran all week. She asked me plain for the last of the bacon at three in the morning, no dare attached, and watched my face while she did it. She asked me plain to tell her which batch was better, the eighteen or the nineteen, and when I said the eighteen she did not murder me, which was new. She asked me plain, in front of Harm, whether her ass looked good in the cook’s pants, and I said yes without looking up from the rail, and she drummed her fingers on the pass and declared the data corrupt and the methodology suspect.

“You’re not supposed to ENJOY it,” she said.

“I’m not enjoying it. I’m complying.”

“You’re complying smugly.”

Harm ate his pie and declined to rule on any of it.

The threat work I did myself, and I did it the way this county does everything: nobody called anybody, nobody wrote anything down, and I asked four people and got my answer in a day.

Harm, at two, over pie. I told him the gauge had been reading wrong for weeks.

Harm ate pie for a while. Harm does not answer anything fast, which is why his answers keep.

“White truck,” he said finally. “Crew-cab. Light bar. Sits up on the county pullout some mornings, four, four-thirty. Man gets out with a hose.” He set his spoon down. “Figured it was county business.”

“It’s not county business.”

“Figured that too,” Harm said, and went back to his pie.

The Driscolls, at the first plow run, disagreed about the crew in stereo but agreed about the staging.

“Faircloth pit,” said the left one.

“The gravel pit.”

“The Faircloth pit IS the gravel pit.”

“Then say gravel pit. Faircloth’s been dead forty years.”

“The pit’s not dead. Faircloth’s dead.”

They were still at it when I left, which meant I had the yard confirmed twice, which in this county constitutes a census.

Cass Beaudine, leaning out of the co-op scale window, knew the crew’s trucks, every one, by weight and by dents, but not their yard. “White crew-cab, mud caked in the wheel wells,” he said. “Runs heavy on the rear axle end of every week. Coming off your road, Dell.” He leaned back inside. “You didn’t get the axle part from me.”

And Dermot, at six, over eggs.

“Faircloth pit,” Dermot said. “Four miles out the levee road. Old gravel pit, they stage there. Site trailer. Foreman sleeps in it. Crew rolls at dusk.”

He said it without asking why I wanted to know. He handed it over like a socket, and I took it, and we looked at each other for exactly one second longer than the information required, two men who have both been to a place you can’t explain to anyone who hasn’t, and then he went back to his eggs, and that was the full extent of the conversation, and it was more than most men get from Dermot Strother in a year.

She leaked through two shirts that week planning the carnival day around her own body, and she narrated the logistics herself, at the pass, in front of Harm, who gave no sign of hearing any of it.

“Okay, so, judging’s at noon, which means I need to be emptied by eleven, which means YOU,” pointing the spoon at me, “are booked from ten-thirty, it’s an appointment, I’ll put you in the notebook. The notebook has a schedule now. My body is a production calendar. Twenty-two, it was cute. Now it’s a dairy with opinions.”

“You told Harm.”

“Harm doesn’t count. Harm’s furniture. No offense, Harm.”

Harm ate his pie.

Then it was dawn, the second week of January, and she drove home to Front Street to change before the delivery, and a brick came through her windshield on the levee road, a mile from the diner.

She went into the ditch. No bones broken. Shaken, glass in her hair, glass down the back of her coat, and she walked the mile back to the diner rather than wait beside a wrecked car in the cold, because she is who she is, and I met her on the back stairs, and for one second I could not move, and then I moved.

I picked the glass out of her hair at the prep counter. Piece by piece, under the pass lights, with my fingers, and she held still under my hands and watched my face while I did it, and his name did not get said once.

There was nothing left to say it about.

“The car’s in the ditch,” she said, flat, conversational, the way she called tickets.

“I’ll get it towed.”

“The window held everywhere except where it didn’t.”

“Fio.”

“I know,” she said. Quiet. “I know what your face is doing. I’ve seen it on one other person and it was me, the night of the window, in a mirror.”

Five in the morning. I took my keys off the hook by the register. I took the tire iron off the wall bracket next to the extinguisher, where it had lived for six years, and it came off the bracket with a sound I will hear for the rest of my life.

Her voice came down the stairs behind me. She was at the top of them, wrapped in my spare coat, glass dust still in the copper of her hair.

“The first aid kit is under the register,” she said. “It’s actually stocked. I stocked it. Some of us run a professional establishment.” A pause. “If you come back needing more than it has in it, I will kill you myself.”

“That’s fair.”

“Dell.” I stopped. “Come back.”

I did not answer that, because there was nothing to say to it that I could survive saying, and I went out into the grey before-dawn with the tire iron in my hand.


Chapter 9: The Faircloth Pit

Before I left I stood in the doorway of my own bedroom and looked at her.

She was asleep on her stomach in my bed, spread across all of it like she’d won it, the copper of her hair on the pillow with the glass dust still in it catching the stairway light. One hand curled under her chin. The ring I’d ordered off a catalogue page in the back of a restaurant supply magazine was sitting in the register drawer downstairs, and the tire iron was in my hand, and that was the sum of that morning: a woman and a length of iron and four miles of frozen gravel road.

I did not make a speech. I left.

The drive out was where the comedy lived, because comedy lives wherever dread does, ask anyone who’s ever worked a line. I narrated it to myself, every mile of it. A wiry thirty-nine-year-old fry cook driving out to the Faircloth pit at dawn to fight a road crew. I reviewed the plan as I drove. The plan was: drive there, and then see. I rated it honestly. It was not a plan. It was an errand. It was my second-worst idea of the winter, and I knew what the first was, and the first was behind me asleep in my bed with glass in her hair, and that was exactly why the truck kept going.

The pit sat four miles out, down a frozen track off the levee road. I left the truck up on the road, out of sight of the yard, and walked the last quarter mile in, empty-handed, my breath going white in front of me. The tire iron stayed in the truck, on purpose, and I narrated why as I walked: the iron was for after. It was for the fuel cube and the hitch and the full arithmetic of the skim, and I had decided that back at my own register with the keys in my hand. A man who carries iron into a fight uses it on the man, somewhere in the ugly middle of it, and the man was not what the iron was for. Hands for him. Iron for the property. I had it sorted before I ever turned the key.

Hard cold. Metal hurt to hold. The pit opened up below me: light plants still burning against the grey dawn, a fuel cube on skids, a mountain of broken asphalt waiting for spring, and a site trailer with a light in the window and smoke coming off the stovepipe. A generator was running somewhere with a miss in it, and even then, walking in to settle the worst thing that had ever happened to us, I heard that miss and thought: that thing’s choking on its own fuel filter, and nobody on this crew has ever maintained a piece of equipment in their life. Six years with a fryer held together by cutlery. It’s a disease.

The crew rolled at dusk, so at six-fifteen in the morning the yard was asleep but for the one I’d come for.

Dax Verrill came out of the trailer with coffee in his hand, pleasant as the corner booth, like I’d caught him mid-morning-routine and not mid-anything-else.

“You’re a long way from your griddle,” he said.

“End it,” I said. “Once. In words. The diesel, the window, the windshield. It ends today, you finish your route, you never look at my lot again. That’s the offer.”

He set his coffee on the trailer step and looked at me the way he’d looked at my lot, priced.

“You drove out here to make an offer.” He smiled with his mouth. “Let me explain something, since you came all this way.”

He put his boot up on the trailer step and settled in to teach a class.

“I run twelve miles of night route. Coldest miles in the county. The county pays for the resurfacing. The county does not pay for what the winter costs a man, so a man works out where the difference lives, and the difference lives in tanks. There’s forty of them along my route. Farms, lots, co-ops. Every one of them a man counting his gauge wrong or not counting it at all.” He sipped. “That tank of yours is the fattest one on County 9 and you weren’t using all of it anyway. That’s logistics, friend. That’s the route paying the man who runs it.”

“And the window,” I said. “And her windshield. That the route too?”

“That’s advertising,” Dax Verrill said, pleasant as a man selling insurance, and picked his coffee back up. “Now get in your truck. You’re a cook.”

I was already walking at him, which was the fight, everything after was details.

He swung first, with a shovel off the trailer step, a flat spade with county orange on the handle, and he was younger than me and heavier than me and he put everything he had into it. I got my right hand up on the block and the edge took me across the palm and the knuckles, and I heard two fingers go, a sound like frozen bread giving way under a boot, and the pain arrived a half-second later like it had been stuck in traffic.

He drew back for the second swing with a wind-up you could have timed with a calendar, and that was his mistake, because a swing you can see coming is a swing you can walk under.

Then I was inside his reach, and inside is where I live.

You do not work sixteen-hour shifts for fourteen years without becoming a specific kind of strong. Cook strong. Ten thousand stockpots, ten thousand flour sacks, fryer baskets all day every day, eight years of galleys on a rolling river. My forearms are cable and my grip is a vise and I weigh nothing and I can move anything. I got hold of him, one hand in the front of the hoodie and one on the shovel arm, and I did to Dax Verrill what I have done to every fifty-pound sack and twelve-quart pot of my adult life: I moved him somewhere he did not want to be. A man who lifts for a living against a man who supervises lifting is not a fair fight, and it wasn’t one, and I am not sorry about it.

Short, ugly, unglamorous. No speeches, no stance, nothing you could put in a movie. He hit me twice more, once in the ribs and once in the ear, and none of it mattered, because he was hitting a man who had already moved on to the next thing. I took his feet out from under him with a hip I’d learned on a rolling galley floor and put him down on the broken asphalt and went down with him and kept him there.

He bucked and grabbed and he was strong in the untrained way of a man who has never once had to be, and I let him spend it, because spending it was all he had. When he was done spending it I put my forearm across his collarbone and leaned, just enough for him to feel the math of it go bad, and that was the end of it: Dax Verrill on his back in a gravel pit deciding how much he valued the winter, which turned out to be less than he valued his collarbone.

“Okay,” he said, to the sky, both hands up and flat and empty. “Okay. Okay.”

“That was the offer,” I said. “You could have had it sitting down.”

Two crew members had come out of the second trailer at the first sound of it. They spent the entire fight studying their boots. They did not look up once. That is the town behaviour, transplanted to a gravel pit, and it meant more to me than anything I did with my hands.

I walked back up the track, got the tire iron out of the truck, and walked back down with it. Dax watched me come every step of the way, from the ground, and did not get up.

I used it once on the fuel cube, stove it in, diesel running black across the frozen ground, and once on the site trailer’s hitch, which folded like a candy wrapper, while Dax watched from the ground with his good arm wrapped around himself. Not on the man. On the property. The skim runs on property, property is the only language it speaks. I thought about the other thing, and chose, and the choosing is the whole story of me.

Then I stood over him and said the one sentence I drove out there to say.

“Four miles,” I said. “A levee road, a diner that’s mine, a woman that’s mine, and I’ll be standing at that counter every night for the rest of my life, and if you ever come down that road again, that’s where you’ll find me.”

He had one card left and he played it from the ground, because men like Dax always have one card left and it is always the same card.

“A place like that,” he said, breathing hard, “exposed like that, it can have all kinds of accidents. Windows. Cars. Worse.”

I set the tire iron down gently on the asphalt next to his ear. Just set it down, a tool down between jobs, and the sound it made on the gravel carried further than anything I said that day.

“The next time you have a thought like that,” I said, “finish your route.”

The witnesses studied the gravel. I picked the tire iron back up, because it was mine and it went back on its bracket, and I left him there.

My right hand did not work. Two fingers going sideways with opinions of their own and a gash across the palm from the shovel edge, and I drove the four miles back left-handed, steering with the heel of my left hand, and narrated it to myself because that is what I do: a cook with two broken fingers, a gashed palm, and six years of never missing a shift, the expedition holding firm as my second-worst idea of the winter, with a bullet.

The fingers had stopped hurting and started throbbing, which is worse, because throbbing has opinions and a schedule. The palm had bled through the rag off the floor of the truck, a rag that had definitely known oil in its lifetime, and I thought about the stocked first aid kit under my register with its laminated inventory card in her handwriting, and I wanted to be home more than I have ever wanted anything in my life. I drove faster, which on a frozen gravel road with one hand is its own decision, and I made it and kept making it.

The water tower had its light on. Broad daylight, yellow, burning away over the flats for nobody. My one theory was spent, kids with a ladder, dead on arrival, and I did not have another one in me. I just looked at it, burning, unexplained, still on, and something about that struck me so funny I drove the rest of the way laughing and wincing in the same breath.

The crew’s trucks were off the county yard by the weekend. The County 9 job finished with a new foreman who tipped. That’s all the ending Dax Verrill gets, because that’s all he’s worth.

I walked into my own diner at ten in the morning, mid-rush, full counter, with my right hand wrapped in a bar towel gone red, and every head came up.

Fio took one look from the pass. She came out from behind the line, walked to the front door, flipped the sign to CLOSED with the town watching, and turned the lock.

Nobody in Kinross Bend had ever seen that sign turned at ten in the morning.


Chapter 10: Closed

She took my hand apart over the prep counter, under the pass lights, with the town locked out and the sign turned at ten in the morning for the first time in the building’s history.

The first aid kit from under the register was actually stocked. Gauze, tape, antiseptic, a cold pack, butterfly closures, all of it in a plastic bin with a laminated inventory card in her handwriting, and she said so while she cleaned the gash in my palm, loud enough for the empty booths: “Some establishments keep their first aid in a coffee can full of receipts and forty cents. Some of us run a professional operation.”

“You’ve been talking to Junie.”

“Junie’s four months pregnant and her man’s shop is solvent. People tell me things. People love telling me things.” She wrapped my palm, careful and fast, kitchen hands, and buddy-taped the two fingers. “This is going to hurt for a month. You did this on purpose. You did this instead of letting the county do it, which they never would have, so.” She finished the tape and held my hand in both of hers for exactly one second. “I’m not saying you were right. I’m saying the hand’s the hand.”

“It’s a scratch,” I told her. “I’ve had worse from the fryer.”

She looked at the two fingers going sideways under the tape. She didn’t say anything. She let me have it.

I let her do all of it. I let her on purpose, and I’ll say so under oath.

Then she stood back and put her fists on her hips, and for once there was no bit loaded, anywhere in the room, and she asked for it, in words, itemised, like a list she’d written on the back of her hand.

“I want you,” she said. “Right now, in this diner, with the door locked. I want it hard. I want the spanking, I want my hair pulled, I want to be held down, and I want you inside me the whole time, and I want you to finish in me and keep it there. All of it, by name, in advance, so there’s no asking later.” She breathed. “I’m your hucow. I’ve decided. I found the word, it’s the funniest and filthiest word in the English language, and it’s mine now, and I’m saying it louder than anyone else gets to.”

“Say it again.”

“Dell.”

“The whole thing. Twice. You know the rule.”

She said the whole thing again. Slower. Looking at me. And the second time through, her voice did the careful thing, the register she used when it mattered, and when she got to the word she claimed it like she claimed everything, chin up, loud enough for the pie case to hear.

“Now tell me what you mean by it,” I said.

She went quiet. And then she said the tenderest thing anybody has ever said in that diner, in the filthiest framing imaginable.

“I mean that nobody ever stayed,” she said. “My whole life, Dell. Brothers, cooks, boyfriends, judges. The mouth starts, and the room empties. I figured it out when I was twelve: if I’m funny enough, fast enough, loud enough, nobody can leave fast enough to hurt me. And you’re the first man who ever made me say anything twice, and you’re still in the room, and the mouth ran out weeks ago and you’re STILL in the room.” Her voice went flat and careful and her eyes were bright. “So yeah. Yours. Your cook, your hucow, your whole dairy with opinions, whatever the word is, I’ll wear it on a shirt. I’m done being funny about it for the next hour. Ask me again in an hour and I’ll deny all of this and call you a pervert.”

“Noted,” I said.

“Now bend me over that prep line before I get embarrassed and start a grease fire as a diversion.”

I bent her over the prep line, chest down on the cold steel, and the first thing she did was suck a breath at the cold of it and then laugh, and the laugh had a shake in it she would have denied on the stand. My forearm took the length of her back, pinning her there, gently, all of her held still under one arm, her hair spilling copper across the steel, and she arched up into the hold once, testing it, and found out it did not move.

“Okay,” she said. “Okay, this is, the health inspector would have notes, SO many notes, there’s a form for this, it’s form,” and my hand came down the first time, open, across the full round of her ass, harder than the kitchen table, and the sound cracked off the tile and came back off the pie case.

“Form one,” she gasped. “Form one dash, oh.”

The second one landed and every inch of her answered it, the arch going deeper, her ass tipping up to meet my hand, and the commentary kept running because commentary was the last thing between her and admitting how much of this she wanted.

“That’s, okay, that’s a technique, that’s your whole forearm thing, the county should know about your whole forearm thing, I’m going to write a LETTER, I’m going to,” three, and her voice jumped an octave on the impact and came down laughing, “I’m going to recommend you to FRIENDS, Dell, I’m going to,” four, and the laugh went somewhere else, and five, and she stopped recommending me to anyone.

I kept the rhythm slow and even and hard, the way she had asked for it, by name, in advance, and her register broke down in the stages I had learned to watch for like a fryer recovering temp: the commentary first, fast and filthy and technical, then single words, “yes” and “there” and “more,” then syllables, sounds with the words knocked out of them, her hands flat on the steel and her back hollowing deeper with every count she had forgotten to keep, and then nothing but noise, the mouth finally, completely out of words, and the flush all the way up her throat into the freckles.

Her ass was red under my hand, blooming, the print of my palm standing out on one cheek white first and then red, and she turned her head and looked at it over her shoulder, cheek against the steel, and what I saw in her face had nothing to do with pain. She looked back at me and nodded once, like a woman confirming a ticket.

I got my left hand into her hair, copper and thick, and wrapped it once around my fist, because the right hand was taped and useless for anything fine, and drew her head back just enough, and she made a sound in her throat that was half laugh and half surrender, and said, in the clearest voice she’d used all night, “yeah, that, keep that,” and then I pushed into her from behind with her still pinned under my forearm, her pussy wet and swollen and gripping me the second the head spread her open, and the sentence she had left came out of her as one long sound with no words in it at all, low, from somewhere under all the noise. I sank into her all the way in one stroke, felt her stretch around me, tight and clenching, and gave her a second to feel it and she did not want a second, she pushed back into me and swore, one syllable, and that was the last direction she gave for a while.

Hard. She had asked for hard by name, and hard was what she got. I drove into her deep on every stroke, pulling back to the tip and slamming home, the wet slap of skin on skin filling the kitchen, and the prep line took it, the bolts in the floor took it, hard enough that the speed rack walked six inches down the line and a sheet pan came off it and hit the floor like a cymbal, and we never broke rhythm, and the pan lay there ringing where it fell. Her hair pulled tight in my fist, her back hollowed deep, her ass red and swollen and tipping up to meet every thrust, slick and shining where we met, and the sounds she was making had stopped being words and were just her now, the noise under the mouth, the part that had been running underneath all along.

I worked her chest while I fucked her, reaching around to cup and squeeze, the taped hand first, clumsy with it, my wrapped fingers finding the nipple and pulling, the gauze going dark and soaked against her swollen skin, and then the left, leaving her hair for one side and going back for the other, both hands in turn because one of them was wrecked and neither of them was stopping. She was so full it came with every squeeze, pulsing out of her in time with the strokes, down my wrapped fingers, down my good ones, down her stomach, milk standing in streaks across the prep line, catching the pass lights, the sweet warm smell of it mixing with the salt of sweat and sex, and she could not hold herself up on her arms, and my forearm took every pound of her, and I told her so.

“You don’t have to hold anything,” I said it flat, against her hair. “Not the words. Not yourself. I’ve got the whole thing. I’ve had it since the first night.”

“Tell me,” she said, wrecked, and it was the plain ask again, in the middle of the roughest hour of her life. “Tell me I’m good. Say it. I need the words, Dell, I need the actual words.”

“You’re good.” I said it flat, because flat was what made it true. “You’re the best thing that ever happened to this diner. You ask for what you want in plain words and you take what you’re given and you give back better than you get, every day, and I have never once been bored in your company, and I was bored for six years. You’re good. You’re mine. That’s the end of the report.”

She broke. Completely. And through it, gasping, the mouth made one last stand:

“This doesn’t count on the board.”

“It counts,” I said. “Everything counts. It all goes on the board.”

Her laugh broke directly into the orgasm, one breath, no seam, laughing and coming in the same sound, milk across the steel, her body shaking under my arm from end to end.

I pulled her up off the line and moved her, no strain, her whole weight in my hands, her legs wrapping around me, my cock still inside her, and carried her across the four steps to the corner booth and sat, and brought her down onto my lap facing me, because rough was fine but the finish was going to be eye to eye. She sank down onto me the rest of the way with a sound that started as a laugh and ended as a groan, both hands on my shoulders, taking all of me, and for a moment she just sat there with me buried to the hilt, breathing, wrecked, her chest heaving and wet against my shirt, milk soaking through the cotton between us.

“Hi,” she said, hoarse, from six inches away, and the grin on her was the proudest ruined thing I have ever seen.

“Hi.”

“You moved me again. The forklift thing. In the middle. Nobody does that in the middle.”

“File a grievance.”

“The commission’s in my pocket,” she said, and kissed me, and started to move.

She wrapped her arms around my neck and held my eyes and rode me, slow and hard, close enough to breathe what I breathed, and her face was flushed and streaked and her hair was stuck to her throat and she had never once in her life been more beautiful, and I told her what she was getting, out loud, while I was still inside her, because the saying is the thing.

“You’re getting a ring. It’s in the register drawer, it’s been there two weeks, it’s not a crime but it’s close. You’re getting a baby, you asked for it plain and it’s already on the way for all I know. You’re getting your name over the door next to mine. And you’re getting me, every night, at this counter, for the rest of my life. That’s a purchase order.”

“I accept delivery,” she said, on a breath, and came again, looking at me, holding the stare all the way through it, her body gripping me in long, slow pulls and her forehead dropping to mine, and I finished inside her with my arms around her, my eyes on hers, close enough to count the gold in the hazel, and she watched it take me, watched me stop talking entirely, which she noted afterward as a historical event, my cock jerking deep inside her while I filled the order, all of it, everything she had asked for by name delivered where she had asked for it, and she held the stare through the whole settlement and made one small sound against my mouth, satisfied, final, like a stamp coming down on a paid invoice, and we stayed like that, tangled up and breathing, for a long time.

The taped right hand gave out on the edge of the booth table when I tried to get us up. Just folded, no warning, and we both went down onto the floor of the corner booth, badly, undignified, tangled, her on top of me laughing into my neck, both of us past caring.

I got my coat off the hook one-handed and got it over her and got both of us arranged on the booth floor, and she shook for a while, the adrenaline leaving, and I held her and did the tenderness as a job because it is the only way I know how.

“You all right?”

“I’m great. I’m a professional. This is Tuesday.”

Twenty minutes later: “You all right?”

“I’m a dairy with a man who owes me a ring. Ask me something hard.”

Later still, when the shaking had gone out of her: “You all right?”

“Yeah.” No joke in it this time. “Yeah. I’m all right.”

Then, her voice smaller, into my collarbone: “You all right?”

“Yeah.”

“Nobody’s ever asked me that three times,” she said. “Usually nobody’s around for the second one.”

She got up eventually, naked and unsteady, wrapped in my coat, and went to the specials board, and picked up the chalk, and wrote a mark under my name. The first one. Ever.

DELL 1 — FIO 1.

“Your math’s wrong,” I said. “You were up four.”

“The scoring is not your business,” she said, and hung the chalk on its string. “The board reads level. That’s where the board reads. The commission’s decision is final.”

At two in the afternoon, Harm knocked on the locked door.

I did not let him in. Nobody was getting in, not even Harm, and Harm did not expect to be let in. He stood on the other side of the glass with his thermos and looked at my hand, and at the sheet pan still on the floor, and at Fio in my coat with her hair down, and let all of it pass without comment.

“Counter’s convening tomorrow morning,” Harm said, through the glass, loud enough to carry. “Full house expected. They’re bringing opinions.”

“Of course they are,” I said, through the glass.

“You can’t dodge your own counter, Dell.” He turned to go, and stopped, and said, to the door, not to me: “The chili was the one.”

Then he was gone, unlet-in, and the sign stayed CLOSED, and the board stayed level.


Chapter 11: The Counter Convenes

The counter was full by nine. An hour early. That had never happened once in six years, not for a fire, not for a funeral, not for the flood of ’24.

They came for me.

Six years I had watched this town carry its news in and set it on my counter, six years of verdicts rendered over eggs, and I had always been on the safe side of the pass, the pipe the information flowed through. Now the docket was me. A thing has not happened in Kinross Bend until it has been set on this counter, and the thing that had happened was me, and there was nowhere to put me down.

I worked one-handed. Buddy-taped fingers, wrapped palm, coffee pot in the left. The Driscolls reviewed my one-handed table service in stereo.

“Sloppy,” said the left one.

“Improved,” said the right one.

The first hour was the county taking its shot. The hand. The fight, which had done the full circuit and lost accuracy at every stop, until I had apparently fought four men and a dog. The cook. The age difference, twelve years, carried in and set down like a ticket someone expected me to read out loud. All of it in the town’s own idiom, sideways, through the food.

Kemp Dyer asked about the hand by asking whether the spatulas were new, and let me decide whether to tell the story around the answer. One of the plow contractors said he’d heard I’d broken up a dice game, and I said that was close, and he said his cousin heard it was a biker gang out of Cairo, and I told him his cousin should eat more pie. A woman I had served four hundred times asked Fio for her pie recipe through the pass, loud enough for the room, which was her way of saying the room could discuss whatever it wanted and she was not participating.

I read no tickets. I worked. The hand throbbed in its tape and I filled coffee left-handed and let the counter be the counter, because that was the job I had signed up for six years before I knew what it cost.

I stood behind my counter and I took it. Every bit. I want to say it was hard and I want to say it was easy, and the truth is it was both: hard because it was me, easy because it was mine. My counter. My town. My taped right hand. You can’t dodge your own counter, Harm said, and Harm gives no verdicts, so when Harm says a thing you can take it to the bank.

Then Arlene, down at the far end, said the thing that could go either way.

“Boss and the night cook,” Arlene said, to her coffee, in a voice pitched to carry. “Convenient arrangement. Some people land on their feet.”

The counter went quiet to see who answered it.

Fio answered it.

She did not come out from behind the grill. She did not look at me once. She turned around at the pass with a ticket still in her hand, and she said it plain and loud and funny, in the register of a woman who had spent three years being the punchline and was done.

“Let me save everybody the drive time,” she said. “I asked. He’s never once moved first, not one time, which is more than I can say for any man in this county, including several I see in this room. He made me ask twice, Arlene, because that’s the kind of pervert he is, the kind that makes sure. He drove out the levee road and broke his right hand on the man who put a brick through my windshield, which is more than the county was ever going to do about it. His name’s going over the door next to mine and mine’s going next to his, and the chili recipe stays in the family.” She flipped the ticket onto the rail. “Order up.”

The counter went back to eating in unison, like a hymn ending.

Garo Petrosyan ate his pie at the far end and examined my taped hand over the rim of his cup. Garo and I have never had a conversation longer than the weather, but a man who raised Junie Petrosyan and a man who hired Fio Bevacqua have certain things in common, and we both knew it.

“Men and their hands,” Garo said. “Every one of you.” He paid for his own pie. He always pays for his own pie. It means a thing, and the thing it means is eighty percent, and it has meant that for a while now, and I did not ask.

Dermot and Junie came in at ten-thirty. Junie four months along, unbothered, built like a dare and now also like a cathedral, and she read the specials board while Dermot ordered, and she spotted the scoreboard in the corner, under the meatloaf.

She looked at it. She looked at Fio. Something passed between them that I am not qualified to describe except that it alarmed me. Then Junie picked up the chalk and added a mark under neither name. Just a mark. Off to the side. Its own column.

“What is that,” I said.

“Nothing,” said Junie, and hung up the chalk, and ate her pie, and it took me the rest of the morning to work it out: the column for the people keeping score who aren’t either of us. The town. Or the two of them, the women, their own series, starting now. I am still not sure. I have decided not to ask, which is growth.

The Whiteout Chili-Off was the third Saturday of February, on the landing, and the whole county turned out in Carhartts and stood on the frozen gravel between the tents, eating out of foam cups, the ice groaning on the river and the water tower lit behind everything like it was judging.

Eleven pots in the competition tent, a kettle corn stand, and a boy selling hand warmers at a markup that would have impressed the produce guy. Somebody’s generator ran with a miss in it all afternoon and nobody fixed it, which tells you whose town this is. The judges sat at a card table in their VFW caps and tasted in order and wrote on little cards, and Fio stood across the gravel with her arms folded reading their faces like tickets, narrating every grimace in a low voice, until I told her she was making the furniture nervous.

She had planned the day around her body like a supply problem. In the truck, on the way over: “Emptied at ten-thirty, appointment kept, you were great, five stars. Spare shirt in the bag, spare bra, two towels. If I leak through during judging, I’m telling them it’s a sauce component.”

“You’re telling the judges nothing. I’m furniture. You’re furniture-adjacent.”

Dodie Pruitt had the big tent and the VFW banner and five years of trophies and a smile that could strip paint. “Fiorella,” she said, like a queen addressing a promising province. “How ambitious.”

“Ambitious,” Fio repeated, in the truck voice, all the way through the judging.

I carried the pot. One-handed, left arm, the right hand still taped and stiff. Carrying a twelve-quart stockpot full of chili one-handed across frozen gravel is the most athletic thing I have done in recent memory, gravel pit included, and I did it without spilling, and Fio rated my performance a seven.

The judging took forty minutes. The announcement took ten seconds.

“Third annual, no, sixth, sixth Whiteout Chili-Off champion,” the VFW man said, into a microphone that squealed, “Fiorella Bevacqua.”

The landing made a noise. Harm, standing at the back with his thermos, gave no verdict, because the verdict had already been rendered in December and repeated to me through a locked door. Dodie Pruitt was gracious about it, gracious and warm and sincere, and Fio said afterward that being beaten by Dodie had been bad but being forgiven by her was worse, and she meant it, and she was also glowing, both things, at the same time, in public, with the trophy in her arms and everybody in the county watching.

I did not buy her that. I did not solve it for her. I carried the pot. That is the distinction this story has been about, and I carried the pot one-handed.

In the truck after, she was quiet. The quiet that means something is being felt. Then:

“Three years,” she said. “Third, third, second. I used to practice the speech where I didn’t care.” A pause. The trophy sat between her feet. “I care. It turns out I care so much.” And then, so fast it almost got away: “You carried the pot,” which was the sincere one, and then, immediately, “and you only spilled a little.”

“I spilled nothing.”

“You spilled emotionally,” she said, and that was the laugh of the day.

Late February. Over the pass, through the noise of the fryer, like a woman reporting the weather:

“I’m late.”

I put down the spatula. The fryer cycled. Somewhere out front, the counter was eating.

“How late.”

“Late late,” she said. “Notebook late. I’ve done the math. The math is rude.”

I looked at her across the pass, copper hair coming down, freckles, everything the county had spent three years not seeing, and I said the only thing there was to say.

“Well,” I said. “That was the stated goal.”

“That was the stated goal,” she agreed, and went back to the rail, and called the next ticket in a voice that shook exactly once and then never again.


Chapter 12: Summer Menu

Five months on. Late July, and the light came through the window over the diner’s roof at six in the morning, hot already, the river flashing off the ceiling like it was showing off.

She was seven months along and thicker everywhere, which on Fio was a distribution event: thicker through the thighs, thicker through the hips, and considerably louder where the county had finally been corrected. She still leaked, worse than November, and she had stopped being patient about the laundry somewhere in May and announced it to the kitchen at large like a staffing problem.

Her name was over the door. TURCOTTE AND BEVACQUA, painted in April, and the county had watched it happen from the lot and rated the painter’s kerning. The trophy sat on the pie case. Dodie Pruitt had formally requested a rematch, in writing, on a card. Fio had the card taped to the notebook, and the notebook had a new section, labeled FOOD TRUCK in capital letters, because the carnival circuit had a summer season and she had opinions about every one of them.

I carry pots. Trucks are her department. That was the deal and it stayed the deal.

The summer menu was hers, top to bottom. Peach pie where the apple had been, a fried catfish special on Fridays that the lock crew had started planning their week around, and a BLT she had re-engineered in a way I had not known a BLT could be re-engineered and could no longer argue with. The laundry situation she reported weekly, like weather nobody could act on: six of my cook’s coats in rotation and every one of them damp by the end of a shift, and her position was that this was a vendor problem, and the vendor was me.

“I’m not leaking on purpose,” she told the fryer. “I’m being enthusiastic near clothing.”

The ring story, for the record, since she tells it wrong at the counter every single time and somebody in this town has to keep the truth alive. I did it in April, at four in the morning, at the counter, in front of Harm and the Driscolls and nobody else. The ring had been in the register drawer since January, because I kept waiting for a moment, and three months of moments never came, because moments don’t come to men like me, so I made one, which is to say I was refilling her coffee and I just put the box down next to the sugar caddy and said the thing.

She said yes before I finished. Then she made me finish anyway. Then she made me say the whole thing again slowly, because she said I had mumbled, which I had not, and then Harm cried into his coffee and has denied it ever since, and the Driscolls disagreed about whether the ring was any good, in stereo, while she was still wearing it.

That morning in July she woke me by putting my hand where she wanted it, flat and firm. The right one, still stiff in the mornings, probably forever. Then she said it out loud anyway, because that is how we do this now, gesture first and words after, every time, her rule.

“I want your mouth on me first,” she said, into the pillow. “Slow. And then I’m getting on top, because the geometry is the geometry, and you’re going to take my weight, because that’s your whole job now, that and the pots.”

“The pots and the weight. It’s a full schedule.”

“Don’t get cute.” Her voice went plain, the no-joke one, the one that still undid me nine months in. “I’m seven months pregnant and leaking like a bad valve and I want you anyway, so be grateful and get to work.”

I got to work.

On my side, one arm under her head, my mouth on her, lips closing over the swollen nipple and pulling, slow, the way she had taught me nine months ago, and no reason on this earth to hurry. Ten minutes, unhurried, one side and then the other, the July light moving along the ceiling, her hand loose in my hair and then not loose. She was heavy and hot and full, the way she got overnight now, the breast drum-tight under my mouth, the nipple hard against my tongue, tight by six and furious about it by six-oh-one, and the first pull brought the let-down, warm and sweet across my tongue, and her body settled into the mattress, the tension going out of her shoulders like a ticket coming off the rail.

It came heavy and steady, and I swallowed, and it kept coming, more than my mouth could hold, running from the corner of my lips down her ribs and onto the towel she kept on her side of the bed like a book she was reading, and she talked through the first half because the commentary was hers again, domesticated, at rest, running free and unthreatened.

Ten minutes is a long time at that job and I gave it all of them. The taste of her was sweet and warm and it was the taste of the whole year, as far as I was concerned, and I took my time the way she had taught me to take it, slow steady pulls with my mouth sealed over the nipple, my tongue working the tip on each draw, my hand cupped under the other side, the full weight of her heavy and warm against my arm, the other nipple leaking between my fingers in sympathy, and she narrated the morning, the menu, a thing the catfish supplier had said, her plans for the food truck’s fryer situation, in that order, and every so often her hand would tighten in my hair and the sentence would hitch and then keep going, because she had learned to talk through it, which she rated as her finest professional development.

“You’re getting good at this,” she told the ceiling. “Nine months of reps. You’re a journeyman.” A breath, slower. “Fair warning. Two months from now you’re going to have competition for this, and the competition is going to win, and I don’t want any sulking.”

“I’ll sulk professionally.”

“You’ll sulk quietly, is what you’ll do.” Her hand settled into my hair, not pulling yet. “The baby kicks when you do that. That’s a review. That’s a five-star in-utero review.” A breath. “Other side. It’s staging a protest over there. Slower. You still have a job to do, Turcotte, don’t let the praise go to your head.”

I did not let the praise go to my head. I switched sides, and she sighed like a woman getting into a hot bath, and the second side went the way the first had, slow, her hand working through my hair and then gripping it, the commentary thinning out by degrees: the full reports first, then the headlines, then single words that had lost their sentences. “Yeah” and “there” and “don’t you stop.” The July light moved a foot along the ceiling. Her breathing went from a woman’s to an engine’s.

Then the commentary dissolved, the way it did, sentences to words to syllables, her hand fisting in my hair, and she came quietly, the way she did in the mornings, a long rolling one that started in her shoulders and ended in her heels, one long pull of her body against my mouth, the last of it running down her ribs while it happened, and said “keep going” once, and I kept going.

Then she got on top, because it was the only geometry that worked, swearing at the pillows, negotiating her own body like a woman moving a stockpot that had developed opinions. Seven months along, thicker everywhere, the bump high and round between us, and she was magnificent and she knew it and she would have denied knowing it.

I put my hands under her and took her weight anyway, because at seven months her back would not carry the work and my forearms could carry it all morning, and she guided me into her with one hand and sank down slow, both of us watching it happen, the stretch and the give and the wet grip of her around me, her ringed hand settling flat on my chest with the ring catching the window light, and the warm heavy reality of her settled over me like the best shift I ever pulled.

“Okay,” she said, breathless, settling in. “Okay. The geometry holds. The geometry is sound. You may tell the geometry I said so.”

She set the pace, slow at first, rocking more than rising, her hips grinding down onto me in small circles because the geometry allowed what the geometry allowed, the bump between us and her heavy breasts swaying with each roll, and I kept my hands under her and held her weight off her own back and let her find it. She found it. The commentary came back online in patches. “This is why I keep you,” she said, breathless. “You and the pots. You’re a two-function appliance.” A minute later: “Don’t you dare finish before me. I’m the champion. The champion finishes,” and she lost the end of the sentence and had to start it over twice, and both times it came out worse, and she gave up and laughed, and the laugh shook all of her, and I held on through it, the same grip that had never once dropped a stockpot in weather.

The commentary ran and dissolved and ran again. “You’ve got helping hands. You’re hovering. That’s, okay, that’s the spot, that’s the whole spot, don’t,” and then nothing but noise, and then, “there, there, there,” and I gathered both her wrists into one of my hands and held them, easy, at the small of her back, the way I had the first night on the prep counter nine months ago, and she came the second time like that, long and deep and shaking, her body taking me in slow hard rolls, and it kept going after it had technically ended, milk and wet and warmth, everything coming out of her at once, running down between us, soaking the sheets, and nobody reached for a towel.

“You’re good,” I said, unasked, flat, my hands still under her. “You’re the best thing in this building and the building is a diner. Finish when you’re ready. I’m not going anywhere.”

“You’d better not,” she said, on four breaths. “You finish in me. That’s the job. That’s what we do.”

I did. Both hands under her, all of her weight carried on me, the bump high between us and the ring on her hand flat on my sternum, and I finished in her, deep as the geometry allowed, slow and total, all of it staying where she had ordered it put, and she took it looking down at me, went still, and then soft, all of her, and said, satisfied, into my neck: “delivery confirmed.” We didn’t move for a good while, and the diner downstairs stayed closed, and it stayed closed for ten more minutes after that, and it opened late for the first time in six years, and the counter forgave us before we finished apologising.

Afterward she lay on me and chalked an imaginary mark in the air between us, one finger, one stroke, and refused, still, forever, to explain the scoring.

Dermot and Junie came in at ten with the baby carrier, and set it on the counter next to the pie case like a thing that belonged there, which it did, because everything in this county eventually gets set on my counter, including, now, the next generation. Weeks old. A fist the size of a walnut and a glare that was pure Garo.

There is an etiquette, I learned that morning, to a baby on a diner counter. Nobody leans in uninvited. The women at the far end went quiet and then louder, in waves. Harm regarded the carrier from his stool for a long moment, gave no verdict, and moved his thermos two inches further away from it, which from Harm was a christening. The Driscolls disagreed about whose nose it had, in whispers, the first time in recorded history they had disagreed quietly.

The two women met on the page for one beat and liked each other immediately and alarmingly. Junie looked at the trophy. Fio looked at the baby carrier. Something was exchanged. I am told there will be a food truck and a bookkeeping system for it, and I was not consulted, and neither was Dermot, and we both understood that was correct.

Dermot and I had the four sentences that constitute a long conversation.

“Hand,” he said.

“Shovel,” I said.

He looked at the tape scars and nodded once, a man recognising a tool he had used himself. “Food’s better.”

“Cook’s better,” I said.

Garo came in behind them, at his settled eighty percent, and looked at the baby and the trophy and my hand, and said his one line: “At least this one can cook,” and paid for his own pie.

The specials board got wiped in August, for the summer menu, and she stood in front of it with the chalk for a long moment, and then erased the scoreboard, every mark, the series retired, the tally closed. And in the clean corner, under the peach pie, she wrote the new line:

DISHES: DELL, FOREVER — FIO, NEVER

“The scoring is not your business,” she said, before I could ask.

Out the back lot at dusk, the water tower had its light on. Still lit. Same yellow, same mystery, same county. I had no theory left. I stood there with the trash and looked at it burning away over the flats for nobody, unexplained, unbothered, and I thought: same, buddy. Same.

Ike Sturdevant has eaten at the counter once a week for eleven years. In that time he has said about eleven words, and eight of them were “yep.”

Lately his bookkeeper from the creamery has been joining him. Bettina Wysocki: golden hair, calm, runs the creamery’s books and half its decisions, sits two stools down and eats soup and does not look at anybody. For three weeks now she has kept her coat on in a warm front room, soup to pie, in July, and once I watched her lean against the cool steel of the walk-in door when she thought the room was empty, and last week Ike said a twelfth word, and the word was her name.

I know exactly what a zipped layer in the wrong season means. I have some experience in this county with that exact situation, and I have decided, for the second time in my life, to keep a piece of news entirely to myself. The first one nearly herniated me.

I give it a week. Maybe less. Harm already knows.


Thanks for reading.

Cole Cross here. A couple of ways to get more:

	Visit my website. Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow me on Amazon. The simplest way to keep up with new releases.



On Kindle Unlimited, every page you read is what keeps me writing them.

Hope you enjoyed the story.

Cole Cross

[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrcTV.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcTU.jpg
MILKING THE GIRL
ON MY NIGHT SHIFT

-
COLE CROSS

MILK DUTY - BOOK 2





