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Chapter 1: The Lounge
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Reese and I were tucked into our usual booth, laughing over half-finished martinis like we always did when the week had worn us thin. The bar was warm and low-lit, washed in amber and soft music, the kind of place where conversations stayed close and time felt loose. It felt like one of those nights where anything could happen, the rare nights New York gave you if you were paying attention.

We had been best friends since our LSU days, since cramming for finals and crying over men who never deserved the tears. I chased stories with my journalism degree; Reese brought ideas to life through graphic design. New York had been the dream back then, the someday. When internships pulled us north after graduation, neither of us hesitated. Somewhere between deadlines, late nights, and learning how to survive this city, this booth had become our constant.

I was mid-sentence when Reese went quiet.

I followed her gaze just as a server appeared beside our table, setting down two fresh drinks we had not ordered.

Reese blinked. “Uh... we didn’t order these.”

The server nodded subtly toward the bar. “Compliments of the gentleman over there.”

I looked up.

Across the room, a man stood at the bar, watching us. Not staring. Not forcing it. Calm. Unbothered. Confident in a way that didn’t ask for permission. When our eyes met, he lifted his glass slightly, like he already knew we would notice.

I leaned back against the booth. “Well. That’s one way to say hello.”

Reese picked up her drink, inspecting it like evidence. “Okay, but look at him.”

“I am,” I said. “And I can’t tell if he’s trouble or just dangerously interesting.”

Reese smirked. “Those are usually the same men.”

He hadn’t checked his phone once. His shoulders were relaxed, posture easy, like he wasn’t waiting on anyone or anything. No wedding ring. Clean watch. Either expensive taste or elite thrift luck.

“Tell me why he looks like he knows exactly what he’s doing,” I said.

Reese took a sip. “Tell me why I don’t hate that.”

“This drink could be poisoned,” I said.

She laughed. “Please. If it were, he’d be way less subtle.”

We both looked again. He caught us like he expected to. No rush. Just patience.

Reese leaned closer. “You’re thinking about it.”

“I was thinking about it the second he sent the drinks.”

She grinned. “You’re going to talk to him.”

I slid out of the booth, smoothing my dress. “We are.”

Reese followed immediately. “I’m not missing this.”

We walked over together, unhurried, sure of ourselves. By the time we reached the bar, he was already turned toward us.

“Did we interrupt your peace,” Reese asked lightly, “or save you from it?”

He chuckled, low and warm. “Guess that depends on what you’re offering.”

I smiled just enough. “Good conversation.”

“And gratitude for the drinks,” Reese added, lifting her glass.

He nodded, eyes steady on mine. “Worth the risk.”

Yeah. Definitely trouble. Or a really good time.

I studied him a second longer than necessary, reminding myself that charm was not the same thing as character. Men like this usually came with fine print. The kind you noticed too late.

“So,” I said, setting my glass down, “are you the type who sends drinks to strangers often, or were we just special tonight?”

A corner of his mouth lifted. “Only when the strangers look like they’re having a better conversation than I am.”

Reese hummed. “Careful. She notices everything.”

“I can tell,” he said, eyes still on me. “She’s already deciding whether I’m a bad idea.”

I hadn’t. Not completely. That was the problem.

“I haven’t decided anything yet,” I said.

“Liar,” Reese said sweetly.

He laughed again, softer this time, like he wasn’t trying to perform. I filed that away.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Eli,” he said. “And before you ask, no, I’m not married, not hiding a girlfriend, and I didn’t poison your drinks.”

Reese burst out laughing. “Points for self-awareness.”

“Negative points for needing to clarify,” I said.

He accepted that with a small smile. “Fair enough. And you?”

“I’m Maya.”

“Reese,” she added, already leaning into the bar like she belonged there.

Eli nodded. “Nice to officially meet you both. You always sit in that booth like you own it.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been watching us?”

“Observing,” he corrected. “There’s a difference.”

Of course there was.

I took a sip and let the silence stretch, curious to see if he’d rush to fill it. He didn’t. Another note in the mental file.

“So what’s your story, Eli,” I asked. “Besides mysterious man at the bar who sends drinks and waits.”

“I work nearby,” he said. “I come here to think. Tonight, I got distracted.”

Reese shot me a look. Trouble.

“And what kind of thinking requires bourbon and patience?” I asked.

“The kind where you decide whether something’s worth interrupting,” he said. “Looks like it was.”

The pull of curiosity tightened in my chest. The kind that warned me and dared me at the same time.

I turned slightly toward him, casual on the outside, deliberate underneath. “So what do you do when you’re not distracting women at bars?”

He smiled, but it didn’t sharpen. “I don’t make a habit of it. Tonight felt allowed.”

“Allowed by who?” Reese asked.

“By the room. By the mood. By the fact that you both looked like you wouldn’t mind being interrupted.”

That landed softer than I expected.

“Careful,” I said. “Confidence and assumption get confused a lot.”

He nodded immediately. “That’s why I sent the drinks and stayed put. Gave you an out.”

That was the green flag. Space. Choice. No pressure.

“And if we hadn’t come over?” I asked.

“I would’ve finished my bourbon and gone home,” he said. “No harm done.”

No defensiveness. No bruised ego.

“What about you two?” he asked. “How’d you end up here?”

Reese smiled. “College. Louisiana. Bad decisions and good timing.”

“And you?” he asked me.

“Journalism,” I said. “I like asking questions.”

“I can tell,” he said, amused.

“And relationships?” I asked, watching his face. “You disappear for days or communicate like an adult?”

“Oh, she’s interviewing you now,” Reese said.

“I deserve it,” Eli said. He thought for a moment. “I’m honest. Sometimes too honest. I don’t like guessing games. If I’m not interested, I say it. If I am, I show it.”

Men always said that. But the way he said it mattered.

“And you?” he asked me. “What tells you someone’s trouble?”

“Whether they listen.”

He didn’t interrupt. Didn’t rush. Just waited.

That mattered.

“I used to be louder,” he said after a moment. “More obvious.”

Reese stayed quiet.

“I thought confidence meant taking up space,” he continued. “Turns out I was covering for not knowing myself very well.”

That caught me off guard.

“So what changed?” I asked.

“A relationship that ended,” he said. “And my sister. She got sick a few years ago. She’s okay now. But it quiets you. Watching someone you love lose control like that.”

My guard shifted. Just a little.

“I stopped assuming,” he said. “Stopped pushing. Started listening.”

“That’s... honest,” I said.

“It’s just true.”

“And you still come here to think?”

“It reminds me to slow down. To notice who I’m becoming.”

Something in my chest loosened. I hated how much that made sense.

“I’m not perfect,” he said. “But I’m intentional.”

I held his gaze, my internal checklist quietly rearranging itself.

The air between us felt charged. By last call, none of us reached for our coats.

“Seems a shame to stop now,” I said.

“Then don’t,” he replied.

Outside, the night was cool and smelled like rain. Streetlights reflected across wet pavement. Eli slipped his jacket around my shoulders. Reese looped her arm through his.

“Where to?” she asked.

“Somewhere the night doesn’t end yet,” I said.

We walked. We talked. Hands brushed. No one pulled away. We paused outside a café glowing warm against the dark, then found a bench instead.

“You ever have a night that sticks with you?” I asked. “Like something’s shifting?”

“Maybe those are the nights you’re meant to remember,” Eli said.

We sat quietly after that. The good kind of quiet.

“I don’t usually let nights take over,” I admitted.

“You don’t usually let anything just happen,” Reese said.

“Maybe tonight’s an exception,” Eli said.

Something shifted then. Playfulness turned real.

“How honest are we being?” Reese asked.

“All the way,” Eli said.

“No games,” he added later. “We just see where this goes.”

The walk back was slower. I still wore his
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