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	Click here to find them all!

	 

	 

	 


One ♫

	Two♫

	Three♫

	Four♫

	Five♫

	Six♫

	Seven♫

	Eight♫

	Nine♫

	Ten♫

	Eleven♫

	Twelve♫

	Thirteen♫

	Fourteen♫

	Fifteen♫

	Sixteen♫

	Seventeen♫

	Eighteen♫

	Nineteen♫

	Twenty♫

	Twenty-One♫

	Twenty-Two♫

	Twenty-Three♫

	Twenty-Four♫

	Epilogue♫

	Eighteen Months Later

	

	 


MATEO WILLIAMS FINALLY STEPS OUT

	An OMGCeleb Exclusive

	by Roger Smallwell

	 

	Fifteen years ago, Mateo Williams was plastered over every cover of every grocery store pop culture magazine. He was in your locker, on your bedroom wall, and in our tender little hearts. Who didn't bop around to his hit single, "Your Heart is Mine", at your high school dance? It topped the charts for the entire summer.

	 

	At fifteen years old, Mateo was a prodigy, right? There he was, selling millions of records, selling out stadiums, being interviewed by everyone in the world, and he was still a humble kid from Inwood through it all. His mom was ever-present at his side, and we loved that relationship, didn't we? A sunny boy with a smile that could light up the world, and he loved his mama to boot.

	 

	Were we not obsessed, kittens?

	 

	Mateo was everywhere and we lapped it up. He was an Usher sun with John Legend rising, playful and soulful, and we couldn't keep our eyes off of him. His stage presence even at that young age was dynamic. After a Grammy nomination for Best New Artist, he began selling out stadiums around the world. Pure, sweet, gorgeous Mateo. We all wanted the world for him.

	 

	Until his third album flopped and the bad choices began. And he seemingly kicked his Mama Manager to the curb. And then he took up with Ariel Star, and we all know how that ended. Clubbing, obvious overspending, an engagement ring the size of Montana, and a very public breakup. Let's be real, we lapped that up too, didn't we, babies? We did. You know we love the drama.

	 

	After being messy for a while in front of the cameras, something changed. The breakup seemed to destroy him, no one in the industry would touch him, and Mateo Williams disappeared. He went into hiding and since then, we haven't seen that sunny smile. Barely a photograph has emerged in the last ten years as he's lived in Manhattan, somewhere on the Upper West Side. The paparazzi quickly bored of trying to get a glimpse and we all moved on to the Real Housewives.

	 

	We haven't seen him for over a decade.

	 

	So why are we talking about him now? Because...  the mysterious Mr. Williams was spotted, babies! He was on 46th Street, coming out of the Equity office. For those not in the know, that's the theater actors’ union. Is Mateo making a comeback on the stage? Stay tuned, honey, we have a delicious feeling... 

	 


One ♫

	 

	The notice was a sunshine yellow. It blared at Jazzy Summers, the cheerful color belying the words on the page. In inky black letters, it read:

	 

	SOMETHING BLUE
will be closing this coming Sunday.

	Please plan accordingly.

	 

	Jazzy let the words wash over her slowly. They sank into her consciousness as her breath stuttered in her chest. She laid her palm against the notice, wanting to rip it down, but not surprised that Something Blue was coming to an end. She had been warned. Still, the reality of it shocked her. Propping herself up against the cinderblock wall behind her, staring at the notice across the stairwell's landing, she swallowed hard.

	She was out of a job. Her stomach pinched.

	The meeting she'd had the day before with Shawn, the young director, seemed surreal. He had sat her down in a hard chair across his desk in his tiny, cluttered office. He told her that it was likely that Something Blue would be closing soon and he wanted her to know so she could line something else up.

	Jazzy had focused on the piles of scripts and empty coffee mugs, swallowing the tears rising in her chest. She would not cry. "When?" she asked him, all that she could choke out.

	Shawn had taken a deep breath and shrugged. He toyed with the pen in his hand. "I'm not sure yet. A month? Maybe two, but that might be pushing it. The numbers just aren't there."

	Jazzy had let her shoulders relax. A month would give her time to get another gig, to prepare for those in-between moments an actor has in their career, though hopefully not too often. A month would give her heart enough time to say goodbye to her show family and clean out her dressing room. A month would give her time to say goodbye to her character, Abigail, whom she loved deeply.

	She could handle a month.

	But Shawn had been wrong. It wasn't a month. It was three days.

	That wasn't enough time at all.

	The stairwell leading to all of the dressing rooms of the Booth Theater was cold and a shiver went down her spine involuntarily. She let her head fall back against the wall, the memories of the journey that was getting this show to the Broadway stage washing over her.

	For years, it had been in workshop, going through dozens of rewrites and table reads, and she was at them all. She was tethered to Something Blue in a way that she wasn't with most of her other work. She had helped create Abigail. Some of the songs were written specifically for her voice and she'd even given input to the creators when asked.

	Finally, Something Blue had gotten the backing to do an out-of-town tryout in Boston. It was grueling, and the first week of previews brought in mixed reviews. For the next two weeks, Jazzy and the rest of her cast had rehearsed the revisions during the day and performed at night. When the show was finally frozen, they'd officially opened, exhausted but hopeful, on a chilly Boston evening.

	After opening, the reviews were better, but still middling. It felt like a miracle when they were picked up for a Broadway run.

	Jazzy had wanted a year. One year with this show in the historic Booth Theater. She knew it wasn't a perfect musical. The book was a little stilted, and maybe it was a little long, but the songs were good. And Abigail. She loved playing the headstrong journalist with a heart of gold, who got an incredible eleven-o'clock number, one of the most favorable parts of the show.

	But what she really loved was the audience's reaction every night. Connecting with hundreds of people in a room together, all of them giving her energy which she absorbed and gave right back to them. She loved the stage door, where she could connect with her fans and admirers. The little girls who told her they wanted a career just like hers. The folks who had watched her grow up and had come to every show she'd ever done. What drove her was the unique way that live theater transformed people. She took people out of their lives for just a few hours, gave them reprieve, made them laugh and smile.

	That was her purpose. But now, for the time being and much too soon, that was being taken away from her.

	She blew out the breath she'd been holding. Jazzy Summers was a professional. And she could take this blow.

	Probably.

	"Jazzy." Neil, her co-star, stood to her left, his heavy black bag over a sculpted shoulder. His blue eyes met hers and he dropped his bag to the ground looking like a scorned puppy. He wrapped her in a warm hug, and she could feel his breath hitch in his chest underneath his soft blue t-shirt. Neil wore a cologne she loved, something clean and lemony, and she breathed in his familiar scent. A small comfort.

	"I can't believe this," she whispered.

	His arms tightened around her. "I can't either. Shawn said we'd probably have a month."

	She nodded and pulled back. "That's what he told me, too."

	"Guess not."

	A beat or two passed as Jazzy gazed into his eyes, wondering if they would stay this close after closing. Based on her experience, the answer was no, and that thought made her even sadder.

	More goodbyes.

	Against the odds, Neil smiled almost cheerfully, his perpetual optimism shining out of him. That was why he was one of her favorite show friends of all time, why she loved playing opposite him. He'd also been with the show from the beginning and he gave her his all every night. And even though his constant cheerfulness could be a bit much, especially after a long, frustrating day of rehearsal, in this moment, she was grateful. It was why they worked. He balanced her consummate professionalism with his desire to make the work fun.

	"At least we have three more shows. Could have just shut us down today," he said. He pulled her close again and kissed the top of her head.

	Jazzy just nodded as anxious chatter reached them up the stairwell. The rest of the large cast had arrived and greeted them with sad but unsurprised eyes. Jazzy led them into the sizable green room where the people she'd spent much of the past few years of her life with surrounded her on the musty couches and arm chairs. The air was thick with melancholy.

	No one on the production team had come to talk to them. No company meeting had been called. They were just… closed.

	"Well, it's not as if we didn't see it coming," Neil finally spoke up, his voice on the verge of jovial. That broke the tension and a smattering of giggles flowed through the room. He picked up Jazzy's hand and squeezed.

	She squeezed back. She had worked for fifteen years on Broadway and had absorbed everything she'd learned from the legends she had worked with. With that in mind, she addressed her cast. She was the leader, and if they were going out, they were going to put on the best damn show they possibly could on the way. "I think the best thing we can do is give these last three audiences the performance of a lifetime. They wanted to see our show, and dammit, we're going to give it to them."

	"Hell yeah." Neil spread his arms wide and the cast came together in a gigantic group hug, all forty of them piling in, patting backs and wiping away tears. He grinned a little sadly at Jazzy from over the top of some of their heads.

	Shakily, she smiled back.

	The hug broke up when Shawn stepped in the room. He was followed by their stage and company managers, as well as their fight and dance choreographers. The cast quieted and turned to give Shawn their full attention.

	"I'm sorry, y'all." Shawn's slight Georgian accent was even more pronounced when he was bummed. He ran his hand through his shaggy brown hair. "This isn't how I wanted it to happen, it's not when I wanted it to happen, and you deserved better. I have been on the phone all day, and by the time I could have called a company meeting, it was too late." He shoved his hands in his pockets, but kept his head high.

	"It was an honor working with all of you. It was an honor watching you mold this show into something truly great. I'm proud of each and every one of you, and I'm excited to see where you go next. Now, you still have three performances left, and those people bought tickets. So go get 'em."

	Murmurs of thank you, Shawn and it's been such a good run echoed around the room as Shawn shook hands and exchanged hugs. The cast dispersed for fight calls and stretching, or for a moment alone in their dressing rooms. Footsteps and chatter on the stairwell echoed as Jazzy caught Shawn's eye. Next to her, she could feel Neil stiffen a little.

	Shawn let the loaded moment pass between them. He walked over and wrapped them both in a three-way hug. "Thank you, kids. You made me so proud."

	"It's been an honor, Shawn. I hope we work together again soon." Neil squeezed his shoulder and left for his dressing room, his optimism finally waning.

	Jazzy crossed her arms over her chest and looked down, chewing the inside of her cheek. She heard Shawn take a deep breath.

	"I'm sorry, Jazzy."

	Her eyes widened and she looked up to him. "Don't be sorry. This isn't your fault. The reviews, the ticket sales...  We all saw it coming."

	"I know, but you've been with us—with Abigail—since the beginning. I understand how hard it is to say goodbye." He reached out and placed his hand gently on her arm.

	Alarmingly, Jazzy felt actual tears spring to her eyes. She sniffled and tried to blink them away. "I'll be okay. I just wish I had something I could focus on next."

	"Hey, maybe consider taking one or two days off. No one will blame you." Shawn was going for playful, and it almost worked.

	Jazzy supposed she did have a reputation as a workaholic. She chuckled a bit. "Maybe one."

	Shawn slung his arm around her shoulders as she began to head for the stairwell and her dressing room. "If there's one thing I know, it's that Jazzy Summers is going to come out on top." He chucked her on the chin, a half-smile on his lips.

	She gave him half of a grin back and then turned and walked down the stairs, her footsteps heavy.

	 

	§

	 

	The red curls of her wig fell around her ears as Jazzy adjusted the pins that held her mic. She sighed at her reflection and picked up her powder brush.

	Closing night.

	The last two performances had been more fun than any had been in a while. As the lukewarm reviews had come in over the last six months, the audiences had dwindled. The online buzz had faded into nothing. Closing rumors swirled around them, which had caused the cast's energy to take a significant dip. But now, knowing they were going out, they were doing it with a bang. Their energy during the last two performances had given the show a new breath of life.

	Jazzy loved her character and the story. She believed in this show. Perhaps a regional theater company could take it and make it something truly special. She gave one last swipe of the brush across the apples of her cheeks and went upstairs.

	Neil met her backstage before their entrance. "You ready for this, babe?"

	Jazzy sighed. "You know what? Yes. Let's go on to the next chapter, right?"

	"Absolutely." Neil beamed at her and she looped her arm through his. Together, they stepped into their spotlight.

	 

	§

	 

	"Let's go, kids, we're doing shots tonight!" Neil's voice rang through the stairwell and into every dressing room, all of which were full of energy as the cast packed up what they could carry out that night. Everything else would be picked up by movers and delivered to them later.

	Jazzy placed a last framed photograph into the box she'd brought and closed it, glancing around the room she'd made her second home for the last six months. The pale pink walls were bare. The counter was cleared of her makeup and wigs. Her little gold coffee table was bubble-wrapped and ready to go.

	Out of her door, up and down the stairwell that led to the other dressing rooms, music played. Someone had put on a pop playlist and she heard her castmates singing along with a young man's voice. "Your heart is mine, mine, mine" rang out through the hallways. It was kind of familiar and definitely a bop, Jazzy had to admit. She tried not to feel the emptiness that was nearly consuming, not knowing how long it would be until she heard the sounds of a familiar show family again.

	"Yo," Neil appeared in her doorway, a bottle of Jack Daniels swaying dangerously from his dangling hand. "Paige Parker and everyone from On Her Own are meeting us at Bar 54. You're coming tonight, right? Come on, we don't have to work tomorrow. Hey, or possibly, ever!" He grinned a little maniacally and took a generous swig.

	Jazzy understood the feeling. She looked at her name taped to the door of her dressing room. Half-giddy and half-sad, she pulled it down before grabbing the bottle. "You bet I am."

	What could a little fun once in a while hurt?

	A lot, it turned out.

	The next afternoon, Jazzy rolled over in her bed, casting aside fluffy pillows and the giant down comforter, feeling around for her phone. She moaned to herself when she turned to the side of the bed facing the window.

	It had been a long, long time since she'd been hung over.

	She remembered the bar last night, the exuberance with which she and her castmates had downed shots of tequila and toasted to their production team, to their characters, to each other. The On Her Own cast were super supportive, and she certainly hadn't paid for a thing. Arms were thrown around her and she was cuddled close on banquettes. They all danced to a new single by a pop star Jazzy had never heard of and screeched with delight when Neil tried to get her to dance on a table. Security nearly tossed him out. Then there were promises of brunch in the morning, of texts when they got home safe, and staying in touch.

	The night had ended with the deeply held belief that they would always be this way. They would always be together and love each other like this.

	As the night of debauched memories came back in waves, she found her phone and woke it up. Perhaps someone wanted to do brunch, or now, late lunch. Or maybe Neil had checked in to make sure she got home safely.

	The screen was blank.

	"Of course. You know better than that." She flopped back against her pillows and pulled another one over her face.

	Though she knew shows could bring new, lifelong friends, it had never happened to her. The Something Blue cast was no exception. They were show friends. Oh sure, there would be grand plans to meet up for coffee. Those would get cancelled at the last minute. And there would be hugging and shrieking and reminiscing at industry parties when they saw each other again. More plans would get made, but they wouldn't follow through. There would be inside jokes texted to the group thread once in a while, but eventually, even that would dry up. Even with Neil. Just like every friendship she'd ever had.

	She supposed it could be her fault. She always kept a slight distance, always kept things professional. A reputation as being difficult or unprepared or dramatic was much worse than one as a workaholic. So it was easier to play everything close to the vest. To reveal nothing and keep a metaphorical distance between her private life, which was really non-existent, and her work. She gave as much of herself as she needed to and no more.

	Soon she would begin another show.

	And the cycle would start again. She would leave that next show, too, eventually, the same way she started it.

	Alone.

	 


Two♫

	Jazzy peeked out from under her hair. After discovering that no one had contacted her all day—no one but her agent confirming a call with the rest of her team to talk next steps, anyway—she'd fallen back to sleep. The light coming in from the window suggested dusk already.

	"Oops," she whispered. "Ugh." Her mouth felt like sandpaper. Staggering up, she crossed her oversized studio and took her gold water bottle from the refrigerator. Resting against the counter, she glanced around her home. Her haven. She made decent money as an actor, but on the Upper West Side, even a one-bedroom was out of the question. But her studio suited her needs perfectly: a nook for her bed against a dark gray wall next to the walk-in closet that led to the bathroom. The large living area was painted a dove gray and opened into the most perfect little kitchen where she liked to cook the meals she ordered from a meal kit program. Cooking she could do, but shopping for food? No thanks.

	In one go, she downed the entire water bottle. She flicked the switch on the kitchen lights and was surprised at the clutter that greeted her throughout the rest of the apartment. Her show bag was about to tumble off the teal club chair near the front door. The box of things from her dressing room was tipped over on its side. Her boots were scattered, one under the couch and one caught somehow between the bed and the wall, the rest of her outfit discarded on the floor near her bed.

	She never drank while a show was running, and it made her a lightweight. Drunk Jazzy had made a bit of a mess.

	She chuckled at herself and moved across the room to straighten things up when she caught sight of herself in the vintage gold mirror hanging next to the television. A pile of blonde hair and a tank top she didn't remember putting on greeted her in the reflection. The dark blue eyes generally fawned over in the press were, at present, red-rimmed and marred by last night's smeared mascara.

	"Oof. Get it together," she told herself. She marched to the bathroom and let the steam of the shower settle around her. "Alexa, play 'Jimmy' from Thoroughly Modern Millie," she said as she shampooed. Her device heard her, and the speakers wired in her perfect little square of New York filled with Sutton Foster's incredible voice.

	Wrapped in a fluffy bathrobe, she dried her hair and then pulled it back into a low bun. She padded out of the bathroom directly into her walk-in closet, where she chose a plain white tee and a pair of NYU sweatpants, gifted to her when she did a talk to the theater students there some years ago.

	Her studio was quiet and dark. She picked her show bag up from where it had finally fallen on the floor and placed it carefully on the club chair. Sighing, she momentarily rested her hand on the character shoes right on top. She scooched the box of her dressing room things under the chair in the hopes that she would use them again soon. Her scattered boots went onto her neatly lined shoe rack in the walk-in closet.

	Another look in the mirror showed her eyes now clear and bright, her skin pink from the heat of the shower. She wandered to her bed and sat down, at a total loss. The days and weeks of nothing to do stretched ahead of her, and she began to feel an itchiness already, a desire to move.

	There was an emptiness in her gut, but not from hunger, though she should take care of that soon. The loss of the show crept around her body, the loss of Neil, of playing Abigail, of the family they'd all built together. Jazzy snaked an arm around her middle and slumped over for a moment. Just one. There would be no giving in to feeling sorry for herself. She was lucky in almost every way. But this one moment of un-Jazzy Summers behavior, she allowed. Then she stood abruptly.

	She would be just fine. Feeling a bit shaky, she turned on the bedside lamp. Dusk had turned to night. The lights of the city winked at her through the sheer curtain of the large window on the kitchen wall. She opened it a crack and a chilly March breeze flowed in. As she turned in a circle in the middle of the apartment, the sounds of life reached her ears. A baby cried. Someone shouted at a cabbie. A siren screamed by and faded. Laughter rang out, from a group of friends, no doubt.

	Jazzy closed her eyes and grimaced. Some feet away from the bed nook, a rose-colored couch was draped with a white furry blanket. She considered climbing under it and sleeping for a week, as if she could do such a thing.

	"Yes, Jazzy, some people have friends and don't just focus on their work." She straightened a pile of books on the gold and glass coffee table. "They go shopping and get drunk and—" She moved to the gold side table and lit the cinnamon scented candle on it. "—tell each other all of their secrets." On the other side of the couch, she turned on the ceramic cat-shaped lamp. She'd bought it when she'd considered getting a real one but had never had the time. "They probably haven't overworked themselves to the point where they got to age thirty without any friends. They haven't cancelled every plan out of concern for their voice or body or... auuugggghhh... "

	With more force than necessary, she brushed some crumbs off of the kitchen island, surprised she'd missed them the morning before.

	Hands flat on the island, she said, "What... do I... do?" She drummed her fingers on the smooth marble.

	"Talk to the walls, apparently," she answered herself, before chuckling and burying her face in her hands. "Talking to yourself this much can't be the sign of anything good. Right?"

	Her phone pinged and she hurried to it, hoping for a text from Neil, or anyone in the cast, really. But it was just a supportive I love you from her mom. She answered back quickly, then flopped onto the bed, phone in her hands. On a whim, she texted Neil to see if he would like to get coffee in the morning.

	"I have friends," she told the ceiling. "See?" She gestured to the wall above the couch. A few moments later, she got up to look at it, which she didn't often do. All of the memorabilia from a life spent performing hung on this wall in a neat collage, pristinely framed in shabby chic frames.

	There was the tiny girl with blonde curls in a tiny tutu, hands above her head. At seven, in her first production at a community theater in Indiana, where she'd grown up. The inevitable Annie wig at eleven. Spreading her arms wide in Times Square at thirteen, when her parents decided the move was inevitable as she burned up every stage Indianapolis had to offer.

	Clippings from her hometown newspaper when she got her very first lead on Broadway at fifteen years old. Playbills from each subsequent show, snapshots of her with Stephen Sondheim and Lin-Manuel Miranda, a photo with the cast of "Law and Order: SVU" when she filmed her seemingly-required-for-a-Broadway-actor episode. Backstage in various Broadway houses with Ethan Carter, with Patti Lupone, with Liza Minelli, Audra McDonald, Hugh Jackman, and even the Obamas.

	Her whole career, all of her accomplishments, hung on this wall. She kept them up as motivation, to make herself keep going even when she felt like collapsing. Fifteen years of long-running shows, all of which she'd left voluntarily for something new or a short, planned break. Something Blue was the first she'd left without knowing what exactly came next.

	Jazzy Summers didn't take days off, other than one vacation a year with her parents. And that was planned well in advance so that ticket holders would be prepared that they weren't going to see her. Though she didn't like to think about it, she was a commodity to producers, and she hated calling out of shows and disappointing her fans.

	She didn't care that she was famous, or that she had nearly five hundred thousand Instagram followers. She didn't mind getting stopped in a coffee shop if it meant connecting with someone who was affected by her work. She didn't care that stage doors could take up to an hour, because that was the point to her. The fame part didn't mean anything to her.

	It didn't matter that she was Jazzy Summers, Broadway star. It mattered that she got to interact with her fanbase, who were loud and silly and so much fun. That's what the work meant to her: connecting with people from all over the world, bringing a little light and entertainment and brevity into their lives. When Jazzy felt the energy of nearly two thousand people coming at her when she stepped on a stage... 

	...that is where she truly lived.

	She didn't care about the late nights or the impossibility of a social life. And forget about real relationships. She refused to have a "showmance" and that limited her choices significantly. It was beyond her how any of her peers dated, let alone got married. Then there was the anxiety over whether or not a show would be received well. But that was all worth it for the privilege of connecting the way that she did with so many people, eight shows a week.

	She hadn't been out of work, with nothing coming up next, for fifteen years.

	"Hm." Jazzy stepped closer to the wall and inspected a more recent photo she rarely paused on. Paige Parker had one arm slung around Jazzy's shoulders as they smiled brilliantly into the camera. Behind them, a glittering party was taking place. They looked for all the world like best friends.

	But the photo was an illusion. She had only met Paige in passing a few times. The longest conversation they'd ever had was the night before, when she'd expressed how sad she was that Jazzy's show had closed. Jazzy had put the photo on the wall as a reminder to reach out to Paige, who was in her first principle role in On Her Own.

	She considered texting Paige for a moment.

	But she knew she probably wouldn't, even though now, here she was: thirty years old and yearning for friendships she should have started building years ago.

	Her stomach grumbled.

	"Well now, that we can take care of. See, Jazz? One step at a time." She pulled up an app and began to order from her favorite vegan place out of habit, then paused.

	A wicked smile spread across her face. "No show? No obligation to sing or dance any time soon? Pizza it is."

	An hour and a half later, Jazzy shoved the pizza box away from her and leaned back against the couch cushions, sated. The credits for Funny Face rolled across her television screen, and she let them play as she washed her face and brushed her teeth.

	She plucked one of the books from the coffee table, a popular romance she'd been meaning to read for ages. As she flipped through the pages, she said, "Reading! Remember reading? You have time to read now." Satisfied, she turned off all the lights but the one by her bedside, fluffed her pillows, and settled into her comfortable bed.

	Some time later, proud, she closed the book with a bookmark. "See? I can relax. That was at least half an hour."

	Her phone told her it had been seven minutes. And Neil had never responded. Nor had she gotten any other texts from any other person to whom she wasn't related.

	"Augh!" She hastily flipped off the lamp, pulled the covers over her head, flopped over onto her side, and eventually drifted off.

	 

	§

	 

	The next morning, Jazzy inhaled the smell of beans being ground at H&H Bagels, which was blessedly not too busy. Just a block from her building, the small shop was famous for its bagels, but what she loved was the coffee. She stood in front of the display case full of waters and juices, staring at the dark wood floor, waiting for the barista to finish pouring her coffee. The tables for two, surrounded by the red vinyl chairs, were all taken at the moment, but she could wait for one to open up. She was just glad to be out of the house.

	"Mateo?" the barista called. Jazzy watched a tall, striking man weave his way through the other patrons and past her to scoop up his coffee.

	Oh, wow. A scent of citrus and cinnamon wafted over her. He smelled amazing on top of all that handsome.

	"And...  Jessica?"

	Jazzy tore her gaze from the gorgeous stranger and smiled at the barista, glad she'd decided to meet herself for coffee since no one else wanted to. She'd brought her book and intended to read to her heart's content before a call with her management team that afternoon.

	"Uh, whoops." Those two simple words melted into the air. The good-smelling stranger had a voice like the first sip of hot chocolate on a winter's day.

	She looked up to meet twinkling brown eyes.

	"I think you stole my coffee." The guy smiled down at her, a ten-watt, full-force, not-suitable-for-work kind of smile that stopped her brain from working properly. He kept smiling as she stared at him, then hitched up an eyebrow.

	"I...  Oh!" She noted the side of the cup she was holding where 'Mateo' was written. "I'm so sorry. Here you go."

	Mateo, as he was apparently called, graciously accepted his cup and handed hers over. His fingers lingered for just a moment on hers, and she felt a burst of starlight somewhere around her heart. "Thank you."

	"Of course. Sorry...  um… again." Her brain couldn't seem to send signals to her mouth.

	"No biggie." He gave her that disarming smile again and walked over to the counter where he took the lid off his coffee and added an almost laughable amount of sugar. She inadvertently followed him over, needing some almond milk herself, and definitely not to stay close to him. Not at all.

	He had placed himself directly in front of the jug.

	"Sorry, again. Excuse me." She gestured to the jug and noted the laughter in his eyes.

	"Guess we're just destined to be in each other's way today." A beat passed as he held her gaze, then he handed her the almond milk jug.

	"I guess so." She took the jug, slippery with condensation, and met his eyes again. For a moment, she was lost in the depth of
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