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I had been watching the new guy who moved in
across the street for two weeks. His balcony was right across from
mine giving me plenty of excuses to watch him without being
obvious. I even moved my plants from the front window onto the
balcony. This morning wasn't unusual. I was wearing a forget-me-not
blue dress and watering my plants. In one hand I held my morning
ice latte from the cafe down the street and in the other hand the
watering can. His balcony door creaks open and I look in his
direction as I turn to water the last plant. I should have been
paying more attention to where I was putting my feet and less
attention to the hottie across the way, because I trip.


He's the right sort of hot, but I'm the
wrong sort of wet. My blue forget-me-not dress was now covered in
the contents of the watering can and the remainder of my ice
latte.


“You all right?” the hottie from across the
lane asks. My cheeks go crimson and my body suddenly feels as if
I've stepped into the aftermath of a fire. He finally speaks to me
and I'm soaked in cold coffee and water.


“I'm fine!” I call back, bending at the
knees to retrieve the plastic cup I dropped, “I just tripped
over..” I stop talking because there's no way in hell I'm going to
say my own big feet.


“This Midwestern air is thick, isn't it?” he
calls back, with a chuckle.


I almost ask him what, but stop short when
my brain finally processes the joke. I laugh, but I'm still
thinking about his accent. It sounds out of place, he's definitely
not from around here, but I don't ask where he's from. I don't want
to do anything except escape inside my apartment and try to forget
what an idiot I've made of myself this morning. What sort of person
can't even water their plants without tripping over their own feet
and spilling coffee on their favorite new dress?


“I need to change!” I wave, “Bye!”


I'm still blushing as I strip out of my
dress and rinse it in the sink. Suddenly, it hits me. This is what
Chad meant. Chad's my ex-boyfriend and he was always telling me I
could fuck up anything. I guess he was right. I couldn't even water
the plants without racking up a dry cleaning bill. Our monthly
expenses were high enough without me creating unnecessary expenses.
My paycheck from the diner just wasn't enough to cover everything
while he painted. He was going to be a big thing someday or so he
claimed.


Two months after he moved into my old
apartment he quit his job at the deli to focus on his art, which
meant I had to quit college to take on more hours. Things were
easier since I moved into my own place, but I still wondered if I
was really at fault? I mean I know I'm awkward and clumsy
sometimes, but Chad didn't help. He's was always yelling and
screaming about everything and it made me nervous.


I put the dress on a plastic hanger and hang
it from the shower curtain, praying it won't stain and that I can
forgo a trip to the dry cleaners. I put on my favorite old red
sundress and chance a peek out the blinds. The hottie isn't there
so I sprint out and retrieve the watering can. After watering the
one plant I missed I head back inside, making sure to close the
blinds.


I didn't get to finish my latte and I really
want another one, but don't want to run into the hottie from across
the street. He already knows I'm clumsy and not worth his time. He
found out a lot sooner than Chad. It's for the best though. I've
already decided I wasn't going to try to date for awhile.


The door bell rings and I startle to my
feet.


“Don't be Chad,” I mumble again and again as
I sprint to the door. I rise to my tiptoes and look out the
peephole. It's not Chad, but suddenly I wish it was. At least I
know what to expect from him. It's the guy from across the street,
the hottie that just witnessed first hand how awkward I am. I think
about not opening the door, but I don't want to be rude. He's not
the one who made a total fool of himself.


Taking a deep breath I unlock the dead-bolt
and the two sliding locks I've added to keep Chad out. I turn the
knob slowly, not wanting to seem too eager. Why do I make simple
things so hard?


“Hi,” I say, trying to smile, hoping my face
hasn't twisted into a humiliated grimace instead.


“Hey,” he says, holding out an ice latte
that looks like it's been saturated with creamer, “Thought you
could use another one.”


“Thanks,” I say, taking it and holding onto
it tight so I don't spill it like the last one.


“Haven,” he says, holding out a hand.


I shake his hand timidly, studying his ocean
blue eyes. Chad's eyes were blue too, but I never remember them
looking so friendly.


“I'm Rachel,” I say, when I realize I
haven't offered my name.


“It's nice to finally meet you. We've shared
a morning routine across the lane since I moved in,” Haven
chuckles.


His laugh is like music and I smile, but
don't tell him I'm out there every morning waiting for him.


“Would you like to come in?” I say, moving
back and opening the door to allow him in.


He's wearing jeans that are torn in several
spots, but I think they're ones that you buy like that, and a blue
button up shirt, that makes his eyes look even bluer. Haven runs
his fingers through his thick dirty blonde hair and steps inside. I
shut the door behind him and quickly lock the door, all three
locks.


“You run a pretty high security place here,”
he chuckles.


“I like my privacy,” I say, looking down at
my feet.


I walk to the sofa and sit down at the far
end next to the wall, trusting that he will follow. Haven sits down
in the middle of the sofa, close enough that our thighs touch. I
try not to blush again, but I fail. I was never this shy before
Chad. What the hell's happened to me?


“Where are you from?” I say a little too
fast.


“Washington, Washington state.”


“That's not close by,” I laugh at the
obvious.


“No, it isn't,” he shakes his head,
“Washington is far away from Missouri and its thick air.”


I'm not sure if he's just making a joke or
if he's pointing out my clumsiness. I try not to wring my hands,
but end up doing it anyway.


“It happens to every one,” he chuckles,
“don't worry about it,” he says, obviously sensing my discomfort.
“I moved back home to Missouri when my dad got sick and Mom needed
help with him. He's doing good now and he's in remission.”


“That's good,” I say, meaning it. I turn my
head slightly to look at him. The light from the creases in the
blinds dance across his face highlighting his strong cheek bone and
the stubble it wears.


“Yeah, the Midwest isn't that bad,” he says
and I'm thankful he doesn't say anything else about thick air,
because the room feels tense and the air I draw in does indeed feel
thick.


“It was easy enough to get on at the fire
station here,” he continues, “They say they're always looking for
people who know what they're doing and they don't care if I take my
art to work with me at nights I have to sleep at the station.”


“You're an artist?” I ask, feeling my heart
drop into my stomach. I've made up my mind never to date another
artist. Sure, he's a firefighter now, but what would happen when we
moved in together? I scold myself. I shouldn't be thinking about
moving in with a man I've just met.


“Yeah, a painter,” he says, “I'm not Picasso
or da Vinci, but I enjoy it.”


“At least you're not as arrogant as Chad,” I
say out loud before I can stop myself.


“Chad?” he asks.


I take a long drink of my latte to buy time.
It's too sweet and creamy, but I drink it anyway. It's something to
do, so I don't have to talk.


“My ex,” I shrug.


“That's the thing most exes and painters
have in common,” he chuckles, “Arrogance. Not just men either. My
ex-wife was a writer and she spent more time bragging about her
skill than she ever did at the type writer.”


An awkward silence falls thick between us
and I wonder if he's thinking about his ex-wife. Was she prettier
than me?


“What do you do for a living?”


“I'm not an artist,” I shake my head. “I
like photography, but it's never going to go anywhere. I work at
the diner and play around with my camera in my free time. Which I
have a lot of since moving into my own place.”


“Doesn't it get boring after a while,
though?” he asks. “I don't mean the photography. I mean living by
yourself. Before I moved back here I had two roommates that were
constantly in and out, dragging me out on crazy adventures.”


“It's better this way,” I say, “I like it
better without Chad.”


I blush, because it's the first time I've
ever admitted to someone I like my life better now that Chad's gone
for the most part.


“Well, he sounds like an ass hat, so that's
understandable.”


“Thanks,” I say, although I'm not sure
why.


“I've got to go,” he looks at his watch, “A
new group is starting today and I volunteered to help, since I have
experience fighting forest fires. Do you want to meet up for dinner
tonight?”


I think about it for a minute, because I
do want to. I tell myself he's not Chad and nod, “I'd like
that.”


“I should be back around seven,” he says and
shakes my hand before standing up. I watch him struggle with my low
grade security and notice how well his ass fills out his jeans
before I sprint over to unlock the door.


“Thanks,” he













































































































































































































































































*********














cover.jpg
C[‘Im‘g %(]Ll * gl We{






