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For my husband, Jim- my own Jingle Bear.  I love you
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Arabelle

Brown-colored eyes as warm and as inviting as fudge, chocolate brownies, nestled, temptingly, atop a wire cooling rack, captured hers. Gabe’s musical-toned laughter followed a quip posed by one of the men huddled in their small group at the local coffee house. He scratched his soft, bearded chin before he glanced at her again. His eyes shifted from her to the large turkey decoration hanging overhead. Then finally, to the man whose comical jokes wiggled and shook several of their friend’s bellies, causing their mouths to open and roar with contagious laughter. Gabe widened his eyes and then shifted his gaze, again, toward the entertaining male, indicating his approval of him. Yet, Arabelle wasn’t interested. No man intrigued her anymore, not after Clyde.

Gabe’s date, Marnie, huddled closer to him, possessively grabbing ahold of his arm and resting her head on it with a flirty smile. She couldn’t fault Marnie for claiming what she wanted. Gabe was a good guy and truly a catch. He was also Arabelle’s best friend. Although, it hadn’t always been that way...

The first time they met, in third grade, he pulled her pigtails and chased her across the playground. It was only years later that she realized he liked her- as a friend. For boys, expressing emotions resulted in curious, often questionable actions. Boys teased, almost flirted, yet they also name called. They could be quite frustrating. 

In ninth grade, at a high school football game, Arabelle took a giant leap and confessed her feelings for Gabe. She stood, stunned as he laughed at her.  Watching Gabe’s response hit her straight in the gut. For the first time in her life, she was lost, weakened, and weary like she’d been run through by an eighteen-wheeler. She swallowed down her pride, urging her to lash back at him, and, instead, calmly withdrew her comment. That day, she vowed to keep her innermost feelings a secret. She stamped down the bleachers faster than she ever had. Her cheeks burned from the effort of sharing with Gabe all she wanted for them, as well as from the disgrace. She swept past the parking lot before she allowed herself the chance to cry. There was no way in hell she’d humiliate herself in front of him, ever again. 

Since then, Gabe and Arabelle have remained best friends. She still loved him, though not in the way he might’ve preferred. Gabe never apologized for his harsh criticism, and Arabelle never brought it up again. She preferred to bury the disappointing outcome as far down into her gut as possible.

Gabe was now dating Marnie, a svelte, blue-eyed, tall blonde with long, lush hair and an unnatural set of full lips that likely had been plumped up in a doctor’s office somewhere. Marnie was the total opposite of Arabelle, a plump, curvy girl with long, dark brown hair, brown eyes, and an all-natural set of lips Mother Nature gave her. In fact, everything on Arabelle’s body was original. She doubted Marnie could state the same.

Gabe turned toward Marnie and planted a generous smooch across her lips. What was it like to kiss him? Since he held no interest in her- at least in the same way he did Marnie- she figured she’d never know. Still, tawdry images of Gabe making out with Arabelle intruded. Some scenarios she cringed at while others intrigued her. She closed her eyes and sighed out her disappointment. It would never happen.  It wasn’t worth thinking about. 

Instead, she looked over at the man Gabe urged her to consider. Dean worked with Gabe, and they’d become recent friends. He was a decent-looking man with short, medium brown hair, bushy eyebrows, and a mustache. Compared to Dean, Gabe was rugged-looking and smoldering hot-sexy. Just one quick glance into his warm, kind eyes brought women to their knees. Well, maybe not all women... Arabelle always remained standing, yet a part of her melted every time Gabe fixed his cozy, comfortable irises on her.

Still, when females caught a glimpse of his neatly trimmed mustache and beard, they swooned in one way or the other. And if that didn’t get them, his long eyelashes sweeping across his soft, impeccable skin would. 

Yes. Arabelle spent way too much time observing Gabe, committing to memory all of his outstanding features while blending in like a wallflower at a nightclub. But then... Gabe was no ordinary man.

He rescued her when Clyde tore her heart out. After finding Clyde in her bedroom with her roommate, Arabelle took off for Gabe’s cabin. Thankfully, he was home. Even better, he was alone. 

He took her into his arms.  Then he moved her into his log cabin for four months after helping her clear out her stuff from the apartment. Having co-signed a lease, the roommate demanded the rest of the money owed to her. Arabelle stared, stunned at the woman who betrayed her, holding her hand out in front of her, demanding restitution. She protested when Gabe wrote the roommate a check. Arabelle swore she’d pay him back every cent. That was a year ago. Yet, Gabe didn’t care. He didn’t want the money back. He wanted Arabelle to be happy.

She shook her head as the memories flowed through her. She was going to pay Gabe back every cent, even if it ended up the last thing she did. She owed him, at least that much. He was kind to her at a difficult time, taking her in when she had no other place to stay. Yet, the four months she spent in his cabin proved to be the longest months ever. Watching Gabe parade around shirtless and in his boxers was delicious yet torturous eye candy her battered heart could’ve done without. Still, she relished those long nights, on his sofa, when his dreamy broad shoulders cradled her from behind. With his long arms folded across her chest, they stayed cozily cuddled as they watched TV... How in the world did she ever survive the temptation he posed?

For Gabe, the months must’ve flown by. When he wasn’t spending time with her, he was mostly at his girlfriend’s house. It was a sweet effort, on his part, to give Arabelle some privacy. Yet, there was that one time his girlfriend came over. 

She’d met the Spanish starlet with the perfect abs and low-cut V-neck t-shirts before, though she couldn’t really say she knew her well. However, after that single night, she could tell for sure she knew her much, much better. At least in one aspect. At the very least, Arabelle now knew the precise elevation in decibels that the girl’s voice rose each time Gabe pleasured her. It was possibly the longest night Arabelle spent at Gabe’s place... 

Gabriel Allan Caddel. That was his name. Yet everyone she knew called him Gabe. The only time she ever called him by his full first name was when she was upset with him.  Unlike Gabe, she didn’t have a nickname. When they were younger, Gabe teased her and called her Belly. She hated that nickname. Why couldn’t he call her Belle like the female protagonist in Beauty and the Beast she loved so much? Yet, he never called her that.

Holding onto Marnie’s hand, Gabe lifted from his chair, dragging her up next to him. He nodded once at Arabelle before addressing the group. 

“We’re going to go. Enjoy the rest of the night.”

Dean piped up. He smirked as he spoke. “We know you will.”

Gabe laughed. “Ass wipe.” He pulled Marnie toward him and led her out the door.

Arabelle settled back into her chair when Dean leaned toward her. “So, you going too?”

“No. I figure I’ll stay another hour.”

“Let me buy you a drink, then.”

“Okay.” She requested a cold beer, enjoying the taste of something refreshing and slippery sliding down her throat after a long night of laughter and conversation. When the waiter dropped her bottle in front of her, she took a long swig and then closed her eyes and sighed. She gently placed the frosted glass back onto the awaiting coaster atop the long wooden table. It had been a long night, and she was a bit tired. Still, she aimed to enjoy the rest of the remaining hours without Gabe looming over her or making her decisions for her about who she should date. He always set her up when he had the chance. Yet, when she went out with the men Gabe vouched for, he became, strangely, disgruntled. Would he do the same with Dean?

“Hey, you wanna come back to my place?”

Dean lifted a quizzical eyebrow while she silently chastised herself for her hasty words. What in the hell was she thinking of? Inviting him back to her apartment. Although living in the small town of Cleveland, Tennessee didn’t warrant a lot of crime. Still, some small towns were known for crazy out-of-place murders occurring. It was always the quiet ones, they said. Those were the ones to watch out for. Was Dean one of them? 

Yet Dean was at a bar, drinking and cracking jokes. He couldn’t be that shy, outcast personality they talked about on T.V. You know- the crazies that went home to a hidden, out of the way, collection of hatchets and knives in their workshop, right? Not that she wanted things to change, but hardly anything exciting happened in Cleveland. Still, she wasn’t the kind of woman to welcome strangers home. Was she nuts? She hardly knew the man. Of course, Gabe didn’t live too far from her. If she needed his intervention, she knew he’d be there to help her. Especially if she’d fallen way off her rocker on this one.

Arabelle prepared for Dean’s hasty yes while attempting to form a sound rebuttal. She formulated valid excuses in her mind, mixed in an apology. She opened her mouth to deliver her statement when he said, “No.” 

Snapping her mouth shut, she lifted her eyebrows in surprise at his rejection. No man ever refused such an invitation- at least, not in her experience. She was sure her best friend and long-time womanizer, Gabe, wouldn’t either, given the opportunity with a willing female. Was Dean different?

“Not yet, that is. We don’t know each other, and it’s late. Plus, you’ve had a few beers, and I don’t take advantage of women. Not unless they're sober and, of course, willing.”

She smiled at his explanation. Dean had a sense of humor, too. 

“However, I will take a rain check- that is- after we go out a few times if you’re still willing. What do you say we go out first, to...dinner? Can I take you out tomorrow night?”

She blinked her eyes. Was he for real? Yet, the sincerity pooling in his eyes urged her to give him a chance.

“Sure. Why not? I’d love to go to dinner with you.”

“Great. I’ll pick you up at eight then? Gabe already shared with me where you live.”

Her eyebrows shot up. Gabe was giving strangers her address. What in the hell? She had some choice words to say to him the next time they spoke.

“Okay. I’ll see you then.” She lifted up from the chair and pulled her wallet out of her purse. Dean swung his arm out in front of her, shaking his hand side to side while he said, “No. I got you.”

“But it’s not a date.”

“Call it a pre-cursor. A little taste of what’s to come.”

Dean was definitely un-like the men she dated in her past.

“Well, thank you, though you don’t have to do this. Still, I do appreciate it. Have a really nice night. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

She gave him a sweet smile as she snatched her keys. Slinging her purse over her shoulder, she strode through the front door of the establishment into the near-empty parking lot to her awaiting black SUV. Except for the bright blue pinstripes decorating each side, the basic color of the vehicle was almost invisible amidst the surrounding darkness. 

Despite the standard color, she loved her car. To lose her prized possession, in any way- through theft, a car accident resulting in a total loss or- No... She didn’t want to imagine it. She’d wind up a total mess if any of that occurred. She’d owned the sturdy, reliable means of transportation for almost twelve years. She was hesitant to let it go even at the prospect of a shiny, newer, fancier model. Besides, she hated car payments.

Back at her apartment, she opened the front door to tongues lolling, tails wagging, and two sets of eyes focused on her. She shoved the door closed behind her to keep her furballs from escaping. 

Hunkering down in front of them, she grabbed at their faces, welcoming their random tongue licks across her hands. “Hey, you two. Have you been good?”

Junebug, her Yorkie, and Whiptail, her Lhasa Apso mix, twisted their heads up and looked at her.

“Silly girls,” she said, brushing a hand over each ones’ head before she sauntered over to her favorite chair and sighed happily into the cushions.

“Girls, you’d never guess the night I had.” 

Her furry friends crept closer. Junebug rubbed her side against Arabelle’s leg and whimpered. Whiptail barked and then twirled on the rug until she found the exact right spot. She lay down, curling herself into a tight ball for warmth.

Arabelle tugged down the blanket draped over the back of the chair. She whipped the soft acrylic throw across her with a satisfied smile.

“This is so much nicer.” 

She had just lifted her legs onto a nearby ottoman when her doorbell sounded, proceeded by several loud knocks. 

The dogs yipped and barked while running to the door. Arabelle gently pushed them aside with her legs while she viewed the visitor through the door’s peephole. 

“Oh. It’s Gabe.” She pulled on the door knob and ushered him in. “Hey. What are you doing here so late? I thought you were out with Marnie?”

Gabe gave her a disgruntled look. “I was until she threw up in my car.”

After locking the door behind them, she followed him into the living room. “Oh no. Is she okay?”

He stretched his arms across the back of the couch and settled into the cushions. “Yeah, I took her home. She was feeling better by then, but I figured it was best to leave and let her rest. She thought so, too.”

Possible images of the current state of Gabe’s interior flashed through her mind. Arabelle grimaced while Gabe gave the dogs attention. “How is your car?” 

Enthusiastically seeking his attention, Junebug and Whiptail received more pats and caresses than Arabelle figured Gabe’s date got tonight. She smirked at her observation. 

He answered her without taking his eyes off the dogs. “It’s better now. Although I had to do a lot of cleaning and spray a ton of air freshener.”

“Oh geez and on leather, too. I can imagine the work you had to do.”

“Actually, if she had to throw up, I’d rather it be on leather. Easier to clean though it does get into the nooks and cracks.”

She threw her hands up in the air and made a gagging sound. “Augh, enough. You’re making me sick, now.”

“Well, the good thing is you’re already home.”

She rolled her eyes and wrinkled her nose at him. “Ha-ha. Funny man. So, why are you here?”

He stretched his legs out in front of him, resting them across part of the wide, bohemian-colored ottoman, leaving the other half, vacant, for her. “I had to find out about Dean. Did you get a date with him?” His feet rested on their sides, opening his thighs wider for comfort.

She stared at the empty space between his strong thighs as tawdry images of what she could do within that small, confined, heated space entered her mind. Gabe was a devilishly handsome man.... “Actually, I did.”

He patted his lap and invited her to join him. Moving over him, she sat down upon his legs, still surprised that his thick, muscled thighs could easily take her weight. Still, she lifted herself a bit off him-putting the majority of her weight on her feet-to keep from causing him discomfort until he locked gazes with her and shook his head. Apparently, he knew what she was up to. He smiled again when she relaxed into him and held her tightly within his arms.

Arabelle knew their relationship didn’t quite fit the picture of what best friends should look like. Still, they remained, only best friends. In her opinion, some of the acts they engaged in seemed more like boyfriend material. He never went down that route with her, though. Yet, holding her in his lap for hours on end was likely not a definition found in any traditional dictionary’s listing for “best friends.” 

If he was on a date right now, she’d never agree to be held within his arms, sitting on his lap, in front of his date. Yet, knowing Gabe, he might’ve requested this from her, anyway. As strange as their relationship sometimes seemed, she’d never let go of him, no matter what. She loved him and enjoyed having him in her life. So, if Gabe wanted her to sit on his lap forever, she’d likely do it just to make him happy. 

Gabe’s smile widened. “You did? That’s great. When are you going out on your first date?”

“Tomorrow night.” 

His smile, suddenly, took a downturn. He lifted her off his lap and placed her next to him. 

“What’s wrong?”

“I was going to see if you wanted to go out tomorrow night. I guess you have plans, now.”

“I’m sorry, Gabe. You never mentioned anything. Besides, you wanted me to date Dean, right?”

“Of course. He’ll be good for you.” Gabe lifted off the couch and headed to the kitchen. Pulling on the long, vertical handle, he opened the refrigerator door and stared into it. “You have anything to drink around here? Some lemonade or something?”

She snorted. “Are you in a citrusy kind of mood?” 

He mumbled under his breath. “Just need a distraction.”

She lifted off the couch and sauntered toward him. Gracing him with a flirty smile, she tugged on his arm and said, “Thought I was your distraction. Or is it Marnie?” She giggled and then reached around him to grab the large pitcher toward the back of the fridge, only stopping when she felt his long, strong arms circle her waist and then pull her up. Letting go of the pitcher, she made a slight gasping sound when her back cradled into something solid, firm, and comfortably warm. Gabe nuzzled her neck and whispered. The warmth of his breath, across her bare skin, sent all kinds of heady, swirling sensations through her.

“You are, Arabelle.” He gave her right butt cheek a quick swat and then walked away, leaving her mouth agape and her stunned. 

He made his way back to the couch and stretched over it once again. “Now. Where is my lemonade?” He left the word “woman” out, knowing the misogynistic use of the word would’ve sent her into a tirade of emotion and her mouth spewing forth a sea of expletives for hours.

Her mouth still flapping open, she quickly closed it. She knew he was teasing her, playing caveman to her, current, domestic goddess role. Still, she’d give him attitude any chance she got. After squinting at him, she gave him a long, snide smirk before she grabbed two glasses from an overhead cabinet and took out the pitcher containing his favorite beverage.

She elongated the s in her reply. “Coming, sir...”

Placing everything on a tray, she balanced it on her way to the couch, dropping the tray gently in front of him with an elaborate sneer followed by a curtsy. He smiled, first, and then he chuckled.
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