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  Chapter one
Chapter 1


She’d biked over after lunch and taken the little round table in the corner of Cocoa and Coffee. It was the quietest part of the shop and she’d justified coming by telling herself she needed a caffeine boost before the kids got home from school.
It was always easier getting focused work done from home. Her mental health was better served getting out and around some other people, though. And she deserved a little treat. She’d worked hard all morning.
She ran through this over and over in her mind, while trying to put her attention back on the two thousand word article she was supposed to be editing.
They were all excuses. All of them. She knew the reason she was there.
He was standing behind the counter, scrolling through his phone during the mid-afternoon lull. Tall and lean and a kind of lanky. And cute.
He’d served her her coffee and croissant with his usual good mood and smile, making small talk about the weather and very obviously checking her out.
She’d given herself a thorough scolding about enjoying the attention. She’d felt his gaze on her ass as she walked to her seat.
This was all ridiculous. It was ridiculous that she was there because of him. It was ridiculous that she was getting all aflutter about the attention. All aflutter about some random barista probably twenty years younger than her checking out her mom bod and liking it.
She should have never gone for drinks with Arnelle and the crew. They’d put all kinds of crazy ideas in her head with their stories and now she couldn’t yank them out.
She glanced over in the direction of the counter again and quickly looked away when she saw him looking at her over his phone.
She pushed her glasses up her nose and buried her face in her laptop screen, pretending to be deeply immersed in her work.
She scanned the document she had open and made a few suggestions for changes to the first paragraph. She pulled a pencil out of her back and her steno pad and started scribbling down a few ideas that popped into her head for more detailed revisions.
The little door above the bell rang and a tattooed man carrying a leather satchel and wearing a beanie came in. He ordered a mocha mint macchiato.
She huddled over her computer screen as the steam wand started to hiss, then stole another glance at her tall object of interest.
His back was turned as he steamed a small jug of milk at the machine. He wore a tight black t-shirt and she watched the muscles in his back move as he worked.
She closed her eyes and shook her head.
What the hell was she thinking?
She had an amazing man at home all to herself. An amazing dad, a freaking firefighter who spent his days saving lives. And she was out here creeping on the coffee guy. Why?
She opened her eyes and stared intently at her screen.
The bell above the door rang and she looked up to see the tattooed guy leaving. She turned her head to look at the counter, gasped and jumped nearly out of her seat when she saw coffee guy standing right next to her table. “Oh my god,” she said, pressing a hand to her chest. “You scared me.”
He grinned. “Sorry ’bout that. Didn’t mean to.” He had one hand tucked into the pocket of his white apron and was just…standing there. “You mind if I sit?”
Her cheeks went rosy as she sat up straight. What to say? What to say?!?
She didn’t mind. She knew full well she’d come in here to snoop on him and check him out, even if she’d never admit that to anyone. Well, maybe the ladies.
She hadn’t expected this, though. She hadn’t expected him to just…present himself and ask if he could sit at her table. She’d just wanted to indulge in her dirty little fantasy before the afternoon chaos at home hit.
She opened her mouth to reply but he was already picking up the chair opposite her. Swinging it around and sitting down backwards on it so he could lean his arms against the backrest.
“I’m Nelson.”
She flashed a nervous smile and let out a light laugh to go with it and felt like a total dweeb at the sound she made.
“What’s your name?” Nelson asked.
“Um, Michelle,” she said with another girlish giggle.
Okay. This had to stop. She had to stop acting like a tween who’d never talked to a boy in her life.
She sat up straight, drew a calming breath and cleared her throat as she collected herself. “Afternoon lull, huh?” she asked.
He smiled at her again. “You know it. You know it cause you’re in here all the time around this time aren’t you? I’ve seen you.” He let his eyes fall down her body in an explicitly suggestive way.
Her middle-aged sense of propriety suggested she should go mild-Karen on him and make it clear that she’d appreciate it if he kept his eyes to himself.
She didn’t.
She just sat there enduring being checked out like she was a piece of meat and not not enjoying it.
His eyes rose back up to hers and he smiled at her again.
“I’ve seen you lots,” he said. “What you got there? Schoolwork?”
“Schoolwork?”
“Yeah. What are you in college or something?”
“Actually I’m an editor,” she said.
“Oh, shit. That’s some book-learning right there, huh? What do you edit?”
“Mostly magazine articles.”
“That pay good?”
“Ugh. It’s alright,” she replied. “It’s all upside down now because of AI. I don’t even know if I’m going to have a job a month from now.”
He scowled. “That’s no good, huh?”
She shook her head and slumped back in her chair.
“Oh don’t be sad. You like guys, Michelle?”
She scowled at him. “What?”
“You like guys or girls or what?” he asked, that cheerful smile never fading from his mouth.
“What kind of question is that?”
“I’m just getting to know you.”
Suddenly her guard was up. This had gotten too real too fast. Now she knew his name and he knew hers. He was sitting right across the table from her, trying to get to know her while she should have been working. “Actually I’m married.”
“Oh yeah? To a guy or girl?”
“To a man,“ she shot back, her inner Karen starting to emerge.
“Cool. Cool. So you like guys then. You like black guys, Michelle?”
“What?!? No!” she squawked. She caught herself immediately. She gripped the edge of the table and her face went hot. Her eyes dropped to the floor. “I mean, yes. What I mean is…I know…lots of black guys, I mean, lots of black people. And I like them. I just don’t…”
She was babbling and she knew it. Painting herself into all sorts of conversational corners. Who asked a question like that anyways?
“How many black people you know?” he asked.
She opened her mouth and gestured with her hand and her mind started to spin and spin as she tried to remember a name or a face. Anyone. A single black person she could name to give a shred of evidence about her progressive bona fides. “I had a…I had a really close black friend in college,” she sputtered finally.
“Oh yeah?” he asked, arching his brow. “What was his name?”
“Shantelle. Her name was Shantelle.”
“Oh yeah,” he said, his smiled returning. “I know Shantelle!”
Her eyes bugged and her mouth opened and she stared at him. “You do?”
His smile turned into a mischievous grin. “No, Michelle. I don’t know Shantelle. It’s a joke. Cause I’m black and we, like, all know each other, right?”
Her mouth opened wider and a weird, awkward shudder passed through her at his clever humour. She let out a laugh that sounded like a whinny coming out of her nose, then clapped her hand over her mouth in embarrassment.
Nelson pointed a finger at her. “See? Now you get it!” he said, grinning wider.
She shook her head and looked away, but laughed all the same.
“You see what I did there!” he teased.
“Oh stop it!“ she shot back, though her tone was playful. Which made her blush again because…was this flirting?
“Uh-huh. You get it now,” he said, chuckling and sitting up a little straighter.
She flashed him a coy smile, then gasped when she looked over his shoulder and saw the face looking in through the window. She jumped in her seat and her hand shot to her chest.
She caught the edge of the coffee mug with her thumb and time seemed to slow as she watched it start tipping towards her laptop. Her heart leaped into her throat.
Faster than she could connect what was happening, Nelson’s hand whipped up from the back of the chair. It moved deftly to the laptop screen, pulling it up off the little table and out of the line of the milky liquid.
The latte slopped out of the oversized mug and splashed onto the table, half of it spilling into a puddle on the floor.
Nelson kept her laptop raised high in the air, far from danger.
“Oh my gosh,” she muttered. “I’m so sorry.”
“That’s alright. You get a scare or something?” he asked. “Let me get a mop. You better put this away.” He stood up from the table and walked towards the back of the shop.
The little bell above the door dinged and Derek stepped into the shop in his station wear. Navy blue t-shirt and pants to match and big black boots. He walked slowly towards her table, staring at her.
“Derek!” she exclaimed, donning a wide smile. “What are you doing here?”
He stared at her.
The squeaky wheel of a mopping bucket made it’s way towards them. Nelson pulled the mop out wet. “‘Scuse me sir,” he said, plopping it down on the floor and starting to wipe.
Derek took a few steps back, still staring at her.
“I’ll be right with you, sir,” Nelson said.
“I’m good,” Derek said, his eyes never leaving hers.
Nelson stood up tall from mopping under the table and looked at Derek. “Is there something I can help you with?”
She sensed that masculine tension between them. The sizing up she’d witnessed thousands of times. Two men unsure of where they were on the status ladder or if either was a threat.
“Nelson this is my husband Derek,” she blurted, trying to diffuse the situation.
Nelson’s stance relaxed. His shoulders loosened. “Oh. Cool. Nice to meet you, Derek. I’m just gonna get in there and clean this up and then I’ll be right with you.”
“Like I said, I’m good. You ready to go?” Derek asked her.
She grabbed her laptop bag and stuffed the laptop in and picked up her purse and slung it over her shoulder.
Nelson was still mopping as she rounded the table and Derek took her by the arm.
She’d messed up big. She’d messed this up real good.
Derek wasn’t some violently jealous asshole but he was protective. And he didn’t like seeing other men snooping around his wife. He wasn’t a jerk about it. He never said anything. Just got real quiet.
She felt horrible just walking out and leaving Nelson cleaning up her spill. “I’m sorry about the coffee,” she said again.
Nelson stood up, put both hands on the top of his mop handle and grinned at them. “You’re good. You two have a great afternoon!” he said, before going back to mopping.
Derek took her by the arm and led her out of there.






  
  Chapter two
Chapter 2


She unlocked her bike and Derek lifted it into the back of his truck and closed the tailgate. 
He opened the passenger door for her and closed it after she got in, then rounded the truck and hopped into the driver’s seat.
She put her laptop bag down on the floor and her purse in her lap.
Derek started up the truck and pulled out into the lane from his parking spot in front of the shop. He said nothing and didn’t look at her.
A heaviness filled her stomach. “How was your shift?” she asked.
“Quiet,” he replied.
She let out a sigh and sank back into her seat. She hated when he got like this. She’d even dragged him to therapy about it. Twice.
Derek was the strong silent type and didn’t do discussing his emotions very well. Therapy hadn’t really changed that, though he’d been trying.
“Why were you at the coffee shop?” she asked.
“Thought I’d get a brew to get me through ’til bedtime.”
That was her screw-up. She hadn’t thought he’d be getting off at noon and getting close to home around two. Then again she hadn’t expected Nelson to get so friendly out of nowhere.
“Why didn’t you grab one?” she asked, knowing full well the reason.
He shrugged and turned onto Elm Avenue.
She wanted to reassure him. Put his mind at ease that it had just been a friendly conversation. How long had he been standing there at the window?
“Who was that guy?” he asked, staring dead ahead at the road.
“He was just the barista. It was just me in there and it was the afternoon lull and he was clearing some tables and stopped by mine and started chatting. He was just being friendly, Derek,” she said.
“Yeah. He looked pretty friendly.”
His shitty mood soured hers and now she felt resentment building inside her. “You can’t get pissed off with me just because you say me talking to some guy,” she muttered.
He shook his head. “I’m not pissed off.”
She let out another heavy sigh. “This again. You’re not going to tell me there’s nothing wrong when you get all quiet like that. It makes me feel like shit when you get like this. I’ve told you that. You get all quiet and you won’t tell me what’s wrong. Are you jealous? Is that it? Are you jealous I was talking to that guy? Because, in case you didn’t notice, he’s a kid, Derek. He’s, like, less than half our age.”
“Not jealous,” Derek replied, turning the car onto Maple Court.
“Then why are you being like this? Why are you all quiet?”
He turned into the driveway of their little bungalow.
“Derek,” she said, putting a hand over his arm as he tried to get out of the car.
“School bus is right behind
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