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Felix 

A bead of sweat dripped from Felix’s brow and landed on his equally damp forearm as he pushed the handcart stocked with cider growlers out to his black SUV. It was unseasonably warm this week in Applewood, with the temperature in the high seventies, and he was feeling the effects big time. Felix paused halfway into his journey, grabbed the hairband off his wrist, and tied his shoulder-length hair up into a bun, once again pondering why he had been keeping his hair longer. 

It annoyed the shit out of him most days. Flyaway hairs were constantly getting tangled in his long eyelashes, sticking to his forehead whenever he got warm enough to sweat even the slightest bit, and it was just generally a pain in the ass to maintain. Wiping the moisture from his brow, Felix stowed any irritation at his hair and went back to the business of loading up his car with the latest batch of hard apple cider that had been aging in his little mill at the orchard for nearly six months.

Cider was not only part of Felix’s business, but making it was something he genuinely enjoyed doing. It was a hobby that had been born out of sheer boredom as a young teen, but had evolved into something that he found endlessly fascinating. His eldest brother Aiden had already moved away from home, Beckett was training to be a firefighter, Travis kept to himself most of the time, and Nate was always so involved in extracurricular activities at school that Felix really had no one to hang out with while at home. 

With nothing to do, Felix turned to the one thing that was always there, the apple orchard. After discovering that the crabapple trees produced fruit that was less desirable for eating but still useful, he started experimenting with cider making. Selling it at the small storefront at the orchard and at farmers markets on weekends became a fun way to pass the time before eventually growing into a lucrative venture. With a little help from his parents, Felix was able to make the down payment on a local bar and turn it into what was now known as Branch and Brew. Most people in Applewood referred to his business as a brewery despite knowing that he actually fermented his cider in a small outbuilding on Kemp Family Farms, but Felix didn’t care what they called it as long as they were supporting him. 

Other than sometimes feeling a little left behind by his brothers, he considered his life growing up on the apple orchard perfect. Felix’s parents were more loving and attentive than any others he’d met during his twenty-six years, the large farm provided plenty of space to run or play hide-and-seek with his brothers when they were younger, and there was never a shortage of apples to snack on when he got hungry. Even now that he was a grown man, with the time and money to venture further out into the world, Felix spent the bulk of his time there. He got his apples from the crab trees as well as a few others he’d planted himself years ago near the back of the farm, produced his cider in an outbuilding before transferring it to the bar, and lived in the small apartment above the barn with his best friend, Autumn.

A grin pulled at the sides of his mouth as Felix started transferring growlers from the handcart to his vehicle. It wasn’t unusual for him to smile at the thought or mention of his best friend, but lately, that smile was accompanied by ideas he hadn’t really considered much in the past, ideas that included dating the woman he’d known most of his life and had started to fall in love with. 

“Hey, Fe.” The smile that had formed at the thought of his best friend grew exponentially at the musical sound of her voice. Turning, Felix smiled as Autumn’s pink hair, slightly fading and in need of a touch up he would happily help her with, bobbed up and down in the trademark top bun she sported while working in her studio. Her sneakered feet skid to a stop just before she smacked into his chest, an occurrence that wouldn’t have been at all unwelcome. “You forgot your thermometer thingy.”

Felix’s smile shifted to one of indulgence as she passed the thin glass tool he used to measure the sugar density of his ciders over to him. “For the millionth time, Auts, it’s a hygrometer.” He lightly poked the tool into her side, smiling when she squeaked a little. “You’d think after all this time you would remember.”

Autumn bobbed her shoulder, nearly displacing the strap of her potter’s apron. “You know I’m not good with science-y stuff.”

That was an understatement. Growing up in a small town meant that you knew just about everyone around and they knew you, but that didn’t necessarily mean that you were friendly with them. Felix had been in most of the same classes as Autumn since she moved to Applewood in fifth grade, but it wasn’t until their Freshman year of high school that the two had really bonded. 

Science was always a subject that came easily to Felix. Biology, Chemistry, and even Physics were all classes that he was able to breeze through. Autumn, on the other hand, was fairly hopeless when it came to any of them. When they were paired up as lab partners that first year, she relied on him for a lot of help with their coursework. Afternoons spent on lab write-ups morphed into ones spent hanging out and bonding over a mutual love of Taylor Swift music, a preference for puffed cheese snacks over their crunchy counterpart, and a love of their hometown. 

People sometimes asked Felix if he regretted staying in Applewood over going to college, but his answer was always a resounding “No!” He loved his family and his business, so leaving his hometown was something he’d never really entertained. Why leave when everything he needed was right there? The only thing that could make his life better was someone special to share it with, something he’d considered more over the past year or so, hence the changing feelings toward his friend.

Felix put the tool in his pocket and pushed a strand of pink hair that had fallen into Autumn’s eyes behind her ear. “I think you’re better at remembering things that you give yourself credit for.”

“Maybe.” Another shoulder bob was accompanied by a smile Felix had grown to love more with each passing day, one he couldn’t stop himself from staring at as she stood in front of him. They settled into a comfortable silence, smiling at one another like a couple of fools for God knows how long before Autumn dragged her lower lip between her teeth. “Um, I should probably get back to it.”

Felix nodded dumbly. He had work to do as well, but suddenly it seemed far less important than merely standing there with her, existing in the same space and time for as long as possible. Instead of voicing that, however, he merely gestured to his now empty cart. “Me too.”

“Okay then.” Autumn remained still a moment longer before she wrapped her arms around his middle in a hug. The closeness wasn’t unusual, they’d been friends for years and hugged plenty of times, fallen asleep leaning against each other on the couch, even slept in the same bed, but lately, they lingered in each other’s grasp, as if their bodies were soaking up as much of the other as possible. When Autumn’s lips brushed his cheek, Felix couldn’t help but hope that the romantic feelings he now had toward his friend were reciprocated. “See you at home.”

Once again, all Felix could do was nod as he watched her walk away, a gentle breeze lifting that loose strand of her hair and once again putting it in her eyes. The delicate fingers she used to craft her pottery raised to her face where she brushed it aside, and he tracked every movement, fascinated by even the most mundane actions because it was Autumn who was doing them. The dating pool Applewood provided was small and shallow, but wasn’t a lack of options that had his feelings toward Autumn changing. They had always been there, lying in wait for when the time was right for the two of them. 

Whenever one of them had been single, the other was dating someone semi-seriously. That was how it went for a long time up until last year when a unique opportunity presented itself in the form of them both being able to spend time together as singles. Hanging out was a lot like it always had been, but without a boyfriend or girlfriend to add to the mix and create third-wheel awkwardness, something shifted. Felix found that he and Autumn were snuggling more closely on the couch as they watched a movie, had more conversations about what they wanted their futures to look like, and had taken a lot more trips together. 

Before, a road trip to Seattle or Portland for the weekend wasn’t out of the realm of possibility, but just last month they’d spent two weeks driving through all of California, even heading over to Arizona for a few days to visit Autumn’s parents. Visiting so many new places with his best friend was great, but it felt like something more, like they were creating memories to tell their future children someday, children they would make together. Felix couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but it was like they were looking at each other differently. 

Their eyes lingered on one another for longer than they used to, their hands brushed and fingers tangled occasionally as if they were testing the waters of hand holding. Autumn had spent a lot more time hanging out with him at Branch and Brew than she used to. Felix could chalk that up to her having nothing to do, but she was just about the happiest, friendliest person he’d ever met. Autumn had no shortage of people she could spend her time with, but more and more she’d been choosing to spend the majority of it with him. 

The sharp crack of a branch breaking to his right shook Felix out of his Autumn-centered reverie and drew his attention over to Travis. The man was broad shouldered and barrel-chested, the sight of his thick arm muscles poking out from under his shirt sleeves causing Felix to reflexively check out his own. He was two inches taller than Travis. Yes, Felix had measured and yes, it was very important that everyone knew that, but those two inches were enough to make Felix look lanky, like he had been stretched out just a shade too long. 

Both men used manual labor for most of their exercise, but where Felix remained lithe and had a runner’s build, Travis looked like he could bench press one of the apple trees out back and not even break a sweat. Felix had always had a hard time putting on muscle, but it never really bothered him except on the odd occasion where he was already feeling a little off-kilter, and his new feelings for Autumn had definitely accomplished that.

Travis pointed at the series of growlers in the back of the car. “New batch?” he asked the moment he was next to Felix. 

Felix nodded, not bothering to wait for more than that from his least talkative brother. “Yup. Taking these over to the bar so I can use them for my new cocktail. I’m going to add some chile liqueur and a few other ingredients to this mix and call it ‘Spring Fever.’” Felix smiled at his older brother. “What do you think?”

Travis pursed his lips and grunted. “Sounds fine.” More than two words from Travis was usually reserved for times of serious discussion, of which they’d had few, but Felix appreciated his brother’s curtness. He was a straight shooter, so his saying it sounded fine was the equivalent of gushing over it. Travis looked around the side of the farm for a moment, looking a little out of sorts. “Need any help?”

Felix raised a brow at his brother as he slammed the hatchback of his car. “You want to come to the bar with me? Willingly?” Travis hardly ever left the farm except for when he had to or when Felix dragged his unsocial ass out to trivia night with the promise to get him a pair of earplugs and not try to set him up with any women. The first was due to his sensory processing disorder and hate of any noise above sixty decibels, the second was anyone’s guess. 

As far as Felix knew, Travis had never dated or hooked up with anyone since...well, ever actually. At one point he has suspected his brother might be asexual, but borrowing his laptop, he’d seen enough of Travis’s browser history to know that he was at least interested enough to look at porn. Someone really should teach him about how to use an incognito search, but that wouldn’t be Felix. He had something else at the top of his to-do list, getting his best friend to be more than that.

Travis shrugged, and scratched his beard. It was another thing Felix was slightly jealous of. He had stubble on occasion, but he couldn’t grow a beard to save his life. “Dunno. Need to get out more. Thought you might need a hand.” Shrugging, Travis turned to leave, but Felix was able to snag the collar of his shirt and draw him back.

“Not so fast. I never said I didn’t need the help,” he told his brother. Felix did not need the help, but the fact that his brother was opting to leave the farm and had spoken in more words than grunts was significant enough that he decided to fib a little. “You can come along and help me unload these.” A smile came over his face again as he walked to the driver side of his car. “After that, maybe we can head over to Aiden’s place and convince him to make us lunch.” 

Travis grunted in the affirmative, a smile playing behind the shaggy beard he was sporting at the thought of popping into their grumpy brother’s restaurant. Aiden hated surprises, but he would put up with the two of them coming over for some food, especially if his girlfriend slash restaurant manager was there to convince him to play nice. With nothing more from Travis, Felix hopped into the car and started off toward The Branch and Brew.

Now that Aiden had a girlfriend and Beckett was engaged, Felix felt an even greater desire to settle down, and there was only one person he could think of to do that with. There was a lot of history between the two of them due to their decade plus long friendship, and there was a lot to risk in him telling her that his feelings had shifted from platonic to romantic. It could ruin the relationship they had now, but it could also make it that much better, stronger, and longer lasting. 

If she didn’t feel the same way, Felix wasn’t sure he could just push those feelings aside, but he would do it if she asked him to. It would hurt, but Autumn had been and always would be his friend first. Now all he had to do was find the right time to tell her how he felt. When that would be, Felix wasn’t sure, but he needed to do it soon. A woman as amazing as Autumn wouldn’t stay single for long, and this time, no boyfriend was going to force him to put that genie back in the bottle. 
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Chapter Two 
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Autumn 

A smile spread across Autumn’s face as she smoothed her rubber potter’s rib down the side of the clay vase she’d been working on all morning. Some days went smoothly and she was able to bust out numerous pieces before calling it quits, but others like today were a mess from the start. The day had started out normally enough with Autumn waking up at her usual hour of eight o’clock. 

One of the biggest advantages of throwing clay for a living was that she got to make her own hours which meant not waking up at the crack of dawn. It also meant Autumn got to be her own boss, take her lunch breaks whenever she felt like it, and generally do as she pleased without any muss or fuss from anyone else. It was a great life, one she cherished and couldn’t imagine being any other way...with one big exception.

That exception happened to be her best friend, Felix, and was the reason the vase she’d been wanting to make for her mother’s upcoming birthday had taken much longer than anticipated. Autumn wasn’t sure when she had started to fall in love with her best friend since high school, but she was pretty much there now and had no idea how to go about telling him. She’d always loved Felix in some way. How could she not when he was reliable, trustworthy, so friendly and loyal that he gave most Golden Retrievers a run for their money? 

He had always been a great friend to her. Felix got her through science class, but had also been there through so much more. His shoulder had been the one Autumn cried on when crushes she had didn’t manifest into anything, relationships that did eventually fell apart, and the times in between when she wasn’t sure what her love life should look like anymore. He had been with her through all of her major life transitions as well. 

Felix waved her off with a sad smile as Autumn left for college and her parents moved back to Arizona, welcomed her with open arms when she returned to Applewood with an incomplete nursing degree, and helped her set up her own pottery studio in a small building adjacent to their apartment. Felix was the most constant thing in her life, and she loved him for it. Somewhere along the line, that love had shifted from one of appreciation to one of adoration and arousal.

Autumn was used to Felix walking around with only a towel on from their shared bathroom to his bedroom, but before she would look at him and maybe offhandedly notice some small change to his body without reacting much. Now, every time he did his half-naked stroll she noticed everything. If his arms looked a little more muscular, she imagined feeling them as he held her closely, the increase in the hair on his chest was now something she wanted to feel tickling her fingers as she ran them across the planes of his hard body, and the new cinnamon-colored freckle that she spotted just above his collarbone caused her lips to twitch with the desire to kiss it. 

Felix came from the most genetically gifted family in Applewood, so there was no way that he was ever going to escape his destiny as one of the pretty people. He was and always had been a handsome man, but until now it was just how things were. Now every time she looked at him, clothed or half-naked, she turned into a horny, drooling mess. Autumn could blame the last eight months of living celibately, or she could own up to her feelings. She loved Felix, always had in some way, and probably always would. The question was, what was she to do about it?

The whole “will-they, won’t-they” that seemed so popular in television and movies had never been something Autumn was drawn to. It was too much drama. Couldn’t people just figure their shit out and be happy? Now that she was in the unenviable position of not knowing if she and Felix could work romantically, she felt a pang of envy for all those couples she had sneered at in the past. At least they had a whole writers room filled with people choreographing every step on the way to their happily ever after. The only person she had to rely on was herself, and wasn’t that a scary prospect? 

Autumn had friends other than Felix that she could talk to, she had her parents, and she even had Felix’s parents at her disposal. The problem with all of those options was that she already knew the outcome of any conversation that might happen with them. People have been trying to get her and Felix together for years, but they’d never been single at the same time until now. The last eight months had been wonderful, and really the only thing differentiating their relationship from other more romantic ones was a lack of physicality. Sure they hugged, cuddled on the couch, and even held hands on occasion when they were in a crowd and didn’t want to lose each other, but those had all been friendly touches. Well, mostly friendly anyway.

Lately, it seemed like every brush of his skin against hers was loaded with more sensation, more feeling, and a whole other meaning behind it. Maybe it was just her wishful thinking, but every time they embraced, like earlier that morning as she chased him down to give him a tool she knew he would have been fine without, they held each other more closely, clinging to each other for much longer than they used to. Their couch cuddles were also a lot more snuggly with their legs entwined instead of just bumping together lightly. Then there was what had happened a few nights ago. 

****
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Autumn blinked open her eyes, the pizza box on the coffee table nearly empty after she had her two sliced and Felix crushed five after his long day at work, and the end credits of the movie they’d been watching playing in the background. It wasn’t abnormal for them to fall asleep in front of the television, but instead of her head resting gently against his shoulder, Autumn awoke with her cheek plastered to Felix’s firm chest, his arms at her waist and the rest of her body cradled between his legs.

What struck her first was just how natural it felt, lying there in his arms, her body plastered against his, but after reveling in that feeling for a moment, she shifted and noticed that there was something else she was feeling beyond the butterflies in her stomach. Autumn tried her best to ignore the very obvious, very impressive erection that was pressing into her belly, but it was difficult, and more than that, she didn’t want to ignore it. She wanted to ride her best friend’s cock until he spilled inside her, her hands on his chest and her name on his lips. 

A puff of air running across her forehead drew Autumn’s eyes upward. “Hey. I think we fell asleep,” Felix’s groggy voice was sexier than she remembered, and when he rolled slightly and the tent in his jeans pressed into just the right spot, she nearly came undone.

“It happens.” Autumn practically fell onto the floor in her rush to move away from Felix when really she wanted to stay with him all night long, but how could she ask for that without wanting to take things to the next level, to test the friendship that had been her whole world for so long. She couldn’t, not yet, so instead of being brave, she fled. “I should hit the hay. Goodnight, Fe.”

After sprinting to her room, Autumn took out her silicone soulmate and rubbed one out as the feelings of arousal lingered in her body, wondering how it would feel to have a piece of Felix pulsing inside of her. It was the first time she was masturbating to thoughts of her best friend, but she knew that now that first domino had toppled over, it would cascade. Now all she could think about was kissing Felix, licking the spot behind his ear, and riding him until her skin was as pink as her hair.

****
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The buzzing from the small table next to her wrenched Autumn from her lusty daydreams, something she was completely okay with since she would likely end up back there later anyway. Peering over at the vibrating screen of her phone, she smiled at the word Mom and grabbed a towel to wipe her clay sodden hands. 

“Hey Mom, what’s up?” Autumn set the phone on her shoulder as she continued to rub at the dried stoneware clay on her fingers, frowning at the sorry state of her nails. 

Luckily her mom’s high voice chimed in before Autumn could become too melancholy over the impracticality of her getting a manicure. “Nothing much. I was just calling to check in on you. How are things in the pottery world?”

Autumn snorted. As far as she knew, she was the only potter in Applewood, so the pottery world began and ended at the front door to her small studio. “Not bad. I just finished up a project that was giving me a hard time, so that’s always satisfying.” She cut the base of the vase away from the wheel and gently placed it on her shelves to dry. “And before that I just finished another order for Aiden’s restaurant. Apparently, someone in the kitchen keeps breaking dishes. I don’t love that someone destroyed my babies, but I don’t hate the additional income either.” She also appreciated that Felix’s older brother used her in the first place instead of going with something sturdier, or cheaper from a more reliable supplier.

“Well, that is good. I hate to think of you up there living the life of a starving artist,” her mom said. Her tone was friendly enough, but Autumn could hear the tiny bit of judgement that lay beneath the surface. 

Autumn swallowed her irritation at the remark and tried not to let it get to her. Her parents had both tried pushing her into a more practical career, but nursing just wasn’t for her for many reasons. “I’m hardly starving,” she replied, patting her soft stomach. A steady diet of frozen foods and sitting at a potter’s wheel all day had given her a little more cushion for the pushing over the years, but she had no complaints, and she did get plenty of fruit thanks to living on an orchard. “I make enough to get by and that’s all I need.” 

It was another thing she and Felix had in common, doing what you loved even if it meant going without. Her clothes weren’t fancy and she ate packaged Ramen more often than was probably ideal, but if she got to throw clay all day and spend all night with her best friend, it was worth it. 

“You know that’s not what I meant.” Autumn could picture her mom getting slightly flustered on the other end of the phone. “Obviously the Kemps wouldn’t let you go without food, I just want to make sure you aren’t selling yourself short.”

Autumn rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “Mom, we’ve talked about this. Multiple times in fact.” It was probably the biggest source of tension in their relationship. 

When Autumn had announced she was dropping out of college, her parents had gone slightly crazy. They even mentioned moving back to Applewood to try and help her through her studies if she needed it. As much as she loved her parents, them being a few states away had been a good thing and there was no way she could handle being under that much scrutiny again. 

It hadn’t taken much convincing to get them to stay in Phoenix where her father’s rheumatoid arthritis was barely an issue, but it had taken enough that Autumn didn’t love the idea of having to do it again. “I’m really happy where I am.”

A heavy sigh of resignation came through the speaker. “I know that dear. But just because you’re a grown woman doesn’t mean I don’t still worry about you. Once a mom, always a mom.”

Autumn felt her irritation subside. “I get that, I really do. I just want you to be okay with my decisions.” She glanced at her watch, frowning when she realized she’d probably missed her opportunity to head to Branch and Brew for a little one-on-one time with Felix. Remembering that tonight was trivia night, a smile came back over her face as she imagined partnering up with her bestie. “I have to go now, Mom. Give my love to Dad.”

“Okay. Love you, Pumpkin,” her mom chirped.

Autumn rolled her eyes at the endearment she’d earned as a small child when she’d successfully placed her head inside a carved jack-o'-lantern. “Love you too, Mom. Talk to you later.” 

Getting off the phone with her mom quickly was impossible, but after managing only another two goodbyes, Autumn went over to the basin sink and started up the ten minute ritual that was declaying her hands. While she scrubbed mercilessly with the nail brush, hoping to get every last trace from underneath her fingertips, she thought about what to do in regards to Felix. She could hem and haw for hours, days, probably even weeks about how she should approach the situation, or she could simply talk to the man. 

It was easier said than done, but the prospect of spending the next month plus agonizing over her feelings made her stomach drop. Things would get awkward between them, and she couldn’t stand the thought of that happening. They’d had small bickering sessions in the past, but for the most part, everything between her and Felix had always been easy, uncomplicated. Why should this be any different? Decision made, Autumn left her small studio and walked toward the apartment, ready to put into motion a plan to tell her friend exactly how she felt. 
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Chapter Three 
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Felix 

Lunch at The Mill Restaurant quickly became a family affair with Nate and Beckett joining Felix and Travis at their table. The only people missing were their parents and the older brothers’ significant others, and as much as he loved all of those people, it was nice to have some brother bonding time. They mostly talked about work, three of them lamenting the highs and lows of running a business while Nate stared at his phone, his fingers flying furiously over the screen as he dealt with one community member after another. Felix didn’t envy his job as mayor. It was too much responsibility, and while owning the bar came with its own set of demands and worries, the viability of an entire town wasn’t one of them. From the looks Beckett shot around the table they’d dined at, he didn’t envy any of them.

“I may literally put my life on the line some days, but I would happily do that over payroll paperwork, hauling fertilizer, or running the town.” Beckett shook his head, slapped the top of the table, and stood to leave. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a fiancée to kiss.” After a few back-slapping hugs, he and Nate traveled to Town Hall, Aiden disappeared back into the kitchen, and Felix walked toward his bar with Travis trudging along behind him like a stray dog.

Felix figured that once they got back to Branch and Brew, Travis would drive his SUV home and that would be the end of his day out, but to his surprise, his brother stuck around. He offered to help move barrels from one part of the back storage room to another, lug kegs of beer to place underneath the taps, and even helped the small kitchen staff wash a few dishes. Even now, his brother sat at the bar looking like he was hoping for anything to come along and fill his time. The orchard was Travis’s safe space, so the fact that he seemed to be avoiding it was worrying. After watching him sit and nurse a glass of plain apple cider for almost an hour, Felix finally got up the nerve to ask Travis what was going on.

“Alright. Out with it.” Felix demanded, wiping a small spill off the bar top. Technically, the bar was open, but not many customers came in before the work day ended. The place would be packed tonight for trivia, but until then, he and Travis had the place almost entirely to themselves. “You’ve been hanging out with me for damn near half a day, and as much as I love your company, I can’t help but feel like you’re avoiding going home.”

Travis sighed and scratched at his beard. “Not avoiding anything.” His voice was low and gravelly. Whether that was from lack of use or was just how it always sounded, Felix was unsure because Travis had never been very talkative. In fact, he was fairly certain his brother would die on the spot if he had to speak publicly or for longer than ten seconds at a time. At Felix’s pointed glare, he rolled his eyes and shrugged. “Just trying not to be such a homebody.”

Felix scowled at his brother. Being a homebody was Travis’ number one descriptor. Why he was trying to change that was anyone’s guess. “But you love the orchard. The only times I’ve seen you smile are when someone is giving one of us shit, or you’re out in the middle of those damn trees.”

Travis grunted his agreement, the familiar sound causing Felix’s mouth to twitch at the corner. He loved all of his brothers equally, but Travis was special. They all had their roles: Aiden was the perfectionist, Beckett was the hero, Nate was ambitious, and Felix was the perpetually happy one. Travis was the quiet one, but there was something in that steady presence that made Felix feel settled. 

His older brother was always comfortable with silence, welcoming it and letting it hang there for as long as it needed to. It felt like he did the same thing for them, letting them process their thoughts and feelings at their own pace, helping them with whatever they needed simply by being there. It looked like the man might need a little of that for himself, so Felix tried his hardest to let the silence hang and give Travis time to settle.

“Still love the orchard, but I’m not going to find what I want there. Girlfriends don’t exactly grow on trees.” His brother’s gray hazel eyes that looked blue today because of his navy shirt met his, piercing Felix with a look he hated to see there: loneliness. He was also shocked to hear his brother admit out loud that he wanted to date. The idea of Travis dating was such a foreign concept to Felix that he wasn’t sure what to say. When he said nothing, Travis gulped and coughed into his fist. “Forget I said anything.”

Travis spun on the stool, looking like he was going to run from the conversation he was clearly uncomfortably with, but Felix caught his arm. “Not so fast,” he told his brother. “I was just a little surprised to hear it since I can’t remember the last time you ever went on a date.”

If Travis was capable of blushing, Felix was sure he would be doing it in that moment. He gazed down at the bar before wincing back up at his brother. “Been a while.” He chuckled humorlessly. “Damn near a decade in fact.”

“Huh.” Confirmation of his suspicions didn’t help ease Felix’s worry about his brother any less or give him any ideas on how to help. He was still trying to get his own shit together, so who was he to try and help Travis? As he considered his brother’s predicament, something tickled at the back of his brain. “Why now?”

Travis gave Felix a withering look. “Telling me you haven’t thought about that sort of thing more since Beckett got engaged?” He shook his head, looking even more troubled at his prospects. “Hell, even Aiden has a girl, and he’s the grumpiest bastard alive.”

Felix chuckled because both were true. His eldest brother was a grump, but Aiden had also softened enough to make room for love in his life. Beckett was strong, but he made himself flexible enough to give Willa time to acclimate to their relationship. Maybe there was hope for Travis too. Maybe he could not be the homebody he proclaimed himself to be and find someone. 

Felix wasn’t sure what, if anything, would change about him if he and Autumn agreed to pursue a relationship, but he couldn’t deny wanting one. “I have thought about it, and I’m working on it.” He slapped Travis on the shoulder and smiled. “Which means you can too.”

Travis snorted. “Trying. It’s hard.” 

Felix nodded just as the front door flew open and his number one employee rushed inside in a swirl of silk cloth and hairspray. 

Lottie Adams was probably the hardest working person at Branch and Brew, and Felix included himself in that. Not only was she great with the customers, but she was also responsible for doing most of the paperwork side of the business while he handled the brewing and alcohol ordering. Lottie also happened to be one of the most uniquely styled women Felix had ever come across. Dark caramel curls spilled over her shoulders and the very fancy dress she was wearing seemed to sway with her every move as she strutted toward the bar. 

When she got to the two men who couldn’t help but stare at the brunette bombshell, she struck a pose worthy of any starlet from the Golden Age of Hollywood. “What do you boys think?” She spun in the silky black number that looked like it was poured onto her body, enough smooth skin on display that while Felix hadn’t been sure if Travis could blush before, he was certain now. 

His brother’s face turned an almost beet red as his eyes traveled the woman’s body. “Looks nice,” he said quietly. He spun back toward Felix, his eyes wide as he mouthed the word Wow.

Felix nodded. “Yeah. Looks nice.” 

Lottie always looked nice, and she was also super chatty and friendly to everyone who crossed her path, but she did nothing for him as far as attraction went. He could appreciate that she was a knockout with a great personality, but Felix was too laid-back for a dynamic woman like her. Lottie wrote the town newsletter, worked at Branch and Brew, and as far as he knew, volunteered at the senior center and whipped up her stylish looks all in the same twenty-four hours the rest of them had. It was a wonder she was able to stand at the end of the day. 

Felix nodded at her dress. “Very appropriate given tonight’s theme.”

Lottie beamed at the compliment. It was classic movie trivia night and she looked like she’d walked out of one of the old black and white films his mom favored. “Thanks. Though I was hoping for more than nice,” she said, shimming her way behind the bar. “Nice doesn’t always get you laid.” Travis started sputtering, choking on his last sip of cider. Lottie rolled her eyes and passed over a napkin to him as he tried to regain his composure, patting his hand lightly while giving him a placating smile. “Don’t worry, Travis. I wasn’t asking for volunteers, and you couldn’t handle me anyway.” 

Lottie sashayed away off toward the back, both men watching her go, Felix with amusement, and Travis with eyes still watering from his coughing fit. Felix chuckled and shook his head as he turned back to his brother. “She’s right, you know. Neither of us could handle a woman like her.” Lottie was great, but she was also a lot and needed someone who was up for that kind of challenge. Felix tapped the bar and scrunched up his nose as he glanced across at his brother, trying to think of the qualities the perfect woman for him would possess. “We need to find someone more your speed.”

Travis scoffed, pulled his wallet out, and slapped a twenty on the bar. “Better look for a tortoise. S’about as fast as I go.” He smiled sadly and nodded at Felix. “Tell everyone hi later. Not up for trivia tonight.”

“Will do.” Travis never really felt up for trivia night, but he did it anyway for his family. Certainly there had to be a woman out there who could appreciate a guy like that. Shaking off thoughts of his brother’s love life, Felix tried to get back to planning his own. Whipping out his phone, he scrolled to the text thread he shared with his best friend. The messages went back years and Felix smiled at their shared history.

Felix: You coming tonight, Auts?

The reply came seconds later. The two of them might leave other people on read, but messages from each other always got an instant reply.

Autumn: Already on my way. Had to stop at the day spa for some lotion to kintsugi my hands.

Felix barked a laugh at the text, scaring the few customers that remained in the bar. Smiling apologetically at them, he replied to the message with a thumbs up emoji. Autumn had made Felix watch a documentary about the Japanese art of repairing pottery with gold, and while he’d found it interesting, it wasn’t nearly as amazing as the woman he’d watched it with. Tonight, he hoped he’d get the chance to tell her that. 
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