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  Bourbon Fire

[image: image-placeholder]

By six-thirty my condo gleamed exactly as I'd orchestrated it. I lit the last candle, its flame catching with a soft hiss before settling into a steady glow. The table settings sparkled under the dimmed pendant lights. I’d splurged on the crystal glasses last Christmas. I'd spent twenty minutes on the playlist alone, curating songs that would fade into the background while suggesting I was effortlessly cultured. 
I clicked across the hardwood in my new Louboutins, the red soles my secret confidence as I moved. The heels were killing me, but pain was part of the performance. My fingertips skimmed the edge of a napkin, nudging it a quarter-inch to the left. I brushed away a crumb only I could see on the cool marble counter.
The floor-to-ceiling windows framed the city like artwork I'd commissioned. Lights blinked on in office buildings across the skyline and headlights streamed along the streets far below. My reflection ghosted against the glass. My black hair shone, my lipstick perfect, my smile practiced.
"We killed the last of the pinot!" Melissa's laugh cut through the Norah Jones track, and something tightened in my chest. The empty bottle gleamed accusingly on the counter.
"Already?" I kept my voice light, but felt my smile strain at the edges. Running out of wine was the kind of amateur hosting mistake I never made.
I slipped my phone from my pocket, opening the ZipDelivery app while nodding at whatever David was saying about his promotion. My thumb tapped through options: premium service, two bottles of the Willamette Valley pinot from that little shop on Seventh. The confirmation pinged: fifteen minutes.
I was rearranging the cheese board, nudging the brie slightly left of the fig jam and fanning crackers in a perfect arc, when the doorbell chimed. I exhaled, shoulders dropping with relief. Perfect timing.
I smoothed my hair before opening the door. My fingers caught on a strand that had escaped my careful styling, and I tucked it behind my ear, inhaling once to steady myself.
The man standing there wasn't what I expected. My gaze traveled up—way up—to meet eyes the color of bourbon in firelight. He filled the doorframe without trying, shoulders broad beneath a simple black ZipDelivery polo that stretched just enough across his chest to suggest the strength beneath. His dark jeans were worn at the knees, a contrast to my carefully pressed outfit.
"Delivery for Irene." His voice carried a low rasp that seemed to vibrate in the narrow hallway between us. The sound of my name in his mouth felt strangely intimate.
"Yes, that's me," I said, though he hadn't asked for confirmation.
He extended the bag toward me, the bottles clinking softly against each other. I reached for it, my manicured fingers brushing against his calloused ones. The contact lasted barely a second, but heat bloomed where our skin met, spreading up my arm and settling at the base of my throat. My pulse quickened beneath my carefully chosen necklace.
"I need your signature," he said, offering his phone. The screen's glow illuminated the angles of his face: a strong jaw, the shadow of stubble, lips that curved just slightly at one corner.
I signed quickly, my hand less steady than I would have liked. The scent of him reached me then. It was something woodsy mingled with the crisp night air that clung to his jacket. Not cologne, just him.
"Thanks," I managed, my voice sounding foreign to my own ears.
He smiled, small and genuine. It felt nothing like the practiced expressions around my dinner table. He nodded once before turning to go. I stood in the doorway, watching his unhurried stride toward the elevator, the soft ding as it arrived, and the quiet slide of doors closing. Only when the hall was empty did I realize I'd been biting my lip.
I closed the door and leaned against it for a moment, the cool wood a contrast to my flushed skin. The wine bottles were still cool in my hands, but all I could feel was the lingering warmth where his fingers had touched mine.
I tapped the ZipDelivery app and typed in a tip. Twenty-five percent. Thirty. Thirty-five? I settled on forty, my finger hovering a moment before confirming.
Back at the table, I poured the new wine. The liquid gurgled against crystal, catching the light in ruby ripples. Melissa's laugh pierced through the room as she touched David's arm. Someone clinked a fork against a plate. The scent of roasted garlic and thyme still hung in the air, mingling with perfumes and aftershaves that had grown heavier as the night progressed.
"To Irene," someone toasted. Glasses rose. I smiled, nodded, sipped.
"So tell us about this new campaign." Mark leaned forward, elbows on my carefully arranged tablecloth. "The one for that tech startup."
My lips formed words about target demographics and conversion metrics. My hand gestured with practiced elegance. But behind my eyes, I saw the delivery man's face. The slight crinkle at the corners when he'd almost smiled. The steadiness in his gaze that hadn't wandered to my dress or my apartment or my guests. Just... looked at me.
"Brilliant strategy," Mark nodded, though I couldn't remember what I'd said.
I ran my thumb over my fingertips where his hand had brushed mine. The sensation lingered, a phantom warmth that refused to fade. My skin remembered his calluses, rough against my manicured smoothness.
The conversation flowed around me. Promotions. Vacations. Someone's sister's divorce. I nodded, laughed, refilled glasses.
When I breathed in, I caught it again. Not cologne. Something earthy. Sawdust, maybe. Workshop dust. The scent of someone who built things with his hands. It clung to my memory, impossible but present, as if he'd left more than just wine bottles behind.
I pressed my lips to my glass to hide my smile. The wine tasted different now. Richer. More complex. Or perhaps it was just me, suddenly tasting more carefully.
My phone buzzed against the table. The screen lit up with a ZipDelivery notification: "Thanks for the generous tip. Have a great night."
I stared at the message while the conversation around me blurred into background noise. My heartbeat quickened, pulsing in my throat. The wine glass trembled slightly between my fingers. His message was probably automated, sent to everyone who tipped well, but I couldn't shake the memory of his calloused fingertips against mine.
The chat window opened under my thumb before I'd made a conscious decision to reply. I typed quickly, the glow of the screen illuminating my face in the dimmed dining room.
"You're welcome," I wrote, then paused, my finger hovering. The wine hummed in my veins. "You're welcome to join the party. We've got plenty of food left." I added my personal number at the bottom of the message, the digits looking strangely vulnerable on the screen. I hit send before I could reconsider.
I set the phone face-down on the table and reached for my wine. The liquid caught the candlelight, throwing ruby shadows across the white tablecloth. I tried to focus on Mark's story about his sailing trip, but my ears strained for the buzz of my phone.
When it finally came, I waited three seconds before turning it over, not wanting to appear too eager. My nail clicked against the screen.
"Appreciate it, but I can't. I'm on shift until midnight."
The disappointment settled cold in my stomach. I pressed the rim of the glass against my lower lip without drinking, inhaling the fruity aroma that no longer seemed as complex as before. What had I expected? That he would abandon his job to eat leftover coq au vin with me and my friends?
Around me, Melissa laughed at something David said. Crystal clinked against crystal. But all I could hear was the low rasp of his voice saying my name. All I could see were those bourbon-colored eyes that had looked at me in a way no one at this table ever had.






  
  An Order For You
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The condo felt too large once everyone left. I wandered through the living room, gathering half-empty glasses that still held lip prints and whispered conversations. My fingers brushed against abandoned napkins, each one a ghost of laughter that had evaporated into the night air. The silence pressed against my ears. 
I kicked off my Louboutins but kept my black dress on, the fabric still warm from the heat of the evening. Wine hummed in my blood, making the edges of everything softer, more inviting. Between my legs, a persistent throb reminded me how long it had been since someone had touched me there.
When I closed my eyes, I saw his hands. Large, steady, with clean nails and a silver watch that caught the light when he'd handed me the wine. I remembered how his fingers had brushed mine, how time had seemed to slow in that moment. The memory of his voice lingered in my apartment, low and unhurried, the kind of voice that made you lean in closer to hear what he might say next.
I poured the last of the wine into my glass, the liquid catching the city lights as it swirled. My bare feet padded across the hardwood to the floor-to-ceiling windows. Twenty-seven floors below, cars moved like silent fireflies. The glass was cool against my forehead as I pressed against it, seeking relief from the heat that had built inside me.
The city blurred before me, not just from the wine but from wanting. I couldn't understand why this delivery man, this stranger, had crawled under my skin so completely. Why I kept seeing that slow smile he'd given me just before the elevator doors closed between us. Why I kept hearing the way he'd said my name, like he was tasting it.
The clock on the stove flipped to midnight. My phone appeared in my hand without conscious thought, screen glowing against my flushed skin. I typed words I'd never imagined sending to a stranger: "Can I place another order… for you?"
My thumb hovered over the blue arrow. The wine in my veins urged me forward while some distant, rational part of me screamed to delete the message. I pressed send.
The message whooshed away, leaving me staring at the screen. I paced the kitchen, bare feet sticking slightly to the hardwood where someone had spilled their drink. Each second stretched impossibly long. I ran my fingers through my hair, loosening pins that clattered onto the counter like tiny bells.
When my phone finally vibrated, I nearly dropped it. The screen illuminated with four simple words: "Send me your address."
I sank onto a barstool, legs suddenly unreliable. My fingers trembled as I typed my building and apartment number, the letters blurring before my eyes. The wine fog that had cushioned the evening evaporated, replaced by a crystalline awareness of every sensation: the constriction of my dress across my ribs as I breathed, the distant wail of a siren twenty-seven floors below, the cool marble counter beneath my forearms.
"This is insane," I whispered to the empty apartment. My voice sounded foreign, husky with want. "I'm not going through with this."
Yet I found myself reaching for the landline, dialing the lobby. The doorman answered on the second ring.
"James? It's 2701. I'm expecting someone shortly." My voice sounded steadier than I felt. "Please send him up when he arrives."
I hung up and pressed my palms flat against the counter, feeling the cool stone ground me as my pulse raced toward something unknown.
Twenty minutes later, a knock sounded at my door. I froze with my hand on the refrigerator door, the cool air still spilling against my bare legs. The knock came again, soft but certain, like he knew I was standing there listening.
My heart hammered as I crossed the apartment. The hardwood felt cool beneath my feet, each step bringing me closer to a decision I couldn't take back. I paused at the door, fingers hovering over the handle. Through the peephole, his figure was distorted, stretched tall and waiting.
I opened the door. He stood there in the same black uniform shirt, the same calm posture. But his eyes had changed. Gone was the professional distance from earlier. Now they moved over me slowly, taking in my bare feet, my dress, my face. The hallway light caught on his watch as he shifted his weight.
"Hey," he said, his voice low and rough at the edges.
I tried
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