
        
            
                
            
        


	Just Live, Juliette!

Home Series

Book One

Stephanie Andrassy

Copyright 2013 Stephanie Andrassy

Cover copyright 2013 Stephanie Andrassy

All rights reserved. The use of any part of this publication, reproduced, transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, or stored in a retrieval system without the prior written consent of the author is an infringement of the copyright law.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

ISBN: 978-0-9917157-1-8

 


~~*~~

In memory

of all those we’ve lost

and hope to see again.

~~*~~

 


Table of Contents

Chapter 1 – The White Peacock

Chapter 2 – There’s No Place Like Home

Chapter 3 – Pushing Up Daisies

Chapter 4 – Have You Met My Horse?

Chapter 5 – Everything Dead Bulletin Board

Chapter 6 – How Cheese Is Made

Chapter 7 – The Beach God and the Sandwich

Chapter 8 – Deserted Shelves

Chapter 9 – Painting Without a Brush

Chapter 10 – Pull Me In and Let Me Fly

Chapter 11 – Shifting Gears

Chapter 12 – Do You Wish to Continue

Chapter 13 – Dead Man Walking

Chapter 14 – Romeo, Romeo

Chapter 15 – The Art of Doodling

Chapter 16 – Excuse Me While I Sprinkle Some Pixie Dust

Chapter 17 – Midnight Pumpkin

Chapter 18 – Jamaican Drug Money

Chapter 19 – Wing Blue

Chapter 20 – On Ice

Chapter 21 – Oh, Sweet Jasmine

Chapter 22 – Where’s the Peanut Butter?

Chapter 23 – Slower Than Molasses

Chapter 24 – Counting Pebbles

In the Artist’s Studio

Acknowledgments

About the Author

More Works by Stephanie Andrassy

 


Chapter 1 - The White Peacock

JULIETTE CURSED THE COLD NIGHT AIR as her heels tapped along the concrete sidewalk. Her only protection against the frigid urban landscape was a decorative cotton scarf and her polyblend jacket. She was grateful that she had chosen to wear jeans instead of a skirt but regretted the flimsy blouse under her coat. The icy air sneaking in against her skin had her wishing that she’d pulled on a chunky turtleneck instead. She only had to walk eight blocks to the bar, and after sitting all day at work, she’d thought the early evening stroll would be invigorating. But when she’d found herself chilled after only four blocks, she’d chastised herself for not taking a cab. It was only the end of September and it already felt like winter was just around the corner.

It was girls’ night out and Juliette was really looking forward to seeing Christine and Jennifer. They’d been best friends since college but didn’t get to hang out together as often as they’d like thanks to careers, boyfriends, and even marriage for Jen. This would be their last chance to get together before Jen also added kids to her mix of things. Jen was counting down to her due date; only two weeks away. If she had her way, she would have given birth nine months ago; she was so excited about this baby’s arrival. But for Juliette, the thought of yet another reason keeping them all apart was a bit sad. She knew it was selfish of her thinking that way. She was truly happy for Jen, but as her friend moved forward, she couldn’t help but feel like she was standing still in her own life.

Jen had been the one to choose the meeting place for tonight; a small, quiet bar central to all of them. She had originally suggested a nice coffee shop, especially since she wouldn’t be drinking anyway, but Chris refused to go anywhere that didn’t serve alcohol. With Juliette and Chris both presently single, the married and very pregnant Jen also argued that she wanted the night to be a chance for them to catch up and not be about chasing men. In the end, Jen had done some research and chosen the dullest bar she could find located within an upscale restaurant catering to a much older clientele. The White Peacock was supposed to be a place to sit and relax and have a few drinks on a Friday night without loud music blaring in the background or a stream of horny guys on the prowl checking them out.

As the mother hen of the trio, Jen was most concerned about limiting distractions for Chris since she’d only broken up with Jeff a few weeks ago. They all knew that once Chris got over the initial grief of discovering that Prince Charming had been a lying and cheating bastard, she’d want to hit the clubs running, filling her tank with smooth flowing drinks and soothing her broken heart in the arms of some other buff, gorgeous, wickedly hot guy. And then she would call Juliette and Jen and cry about how empty, but glorious, the sex had been. An older crowd in a dull bar meant that there wouldn’t likely be any men that fell within Chris’ “dating rules”. She was twenty-six and she refused to date a man older than herself. Twenty-four seems to be her age bracket of choice these days. Jeff was twenty-four. It might be plausible that Chris would break her rule for someone a year older, or maybe even two, but there wasn’t much of a chance she’d skid right off the road and into the arms of a fifty-year-old. Jen had wanted to pick a place that served alcohol but where nothing was likely to tempt Chris. That suited Juliette just fine.

Juliette tried to quicken her pace, knowing that the finish line was only a mere block away. In turning the last corner, a sudden change in the weather greeted her and she growled. She tugged her scarf a little tighter around her neck and tucked her arms close across her chest, leaning into the icy wind blowing down the darkened street. “So much for spending time on my hair,” she sighed as dark strands whipped across her face. She squinted against the irritating wind and felt a tear slide across her cheek. “There goes the makeup, too,” she grumbled, not that she really cared too much.

Juliette had not kept it a secret. She had pulled her heart from the dating game after “surviving” a romance roller coaster over the last few years. Jen and Chris suspected she was still nursing a broken heart over Brian, which was partially true, but for the most part she’d become skeptical that she would ever meet the man that she wanted to meet. Even though she was only twenty-seven, she had given up on the idea that she would ever find her own Prince Charming as Jen had with her husband, Craig. Juliette met an adequate supply of men, but they weren’t worth meeting. She had developed a keen radar for the different types of guys who were out there: the Peter Pan party boys, the egomaniacal bad boys, and the sleazy players, among others. She was able to end their attempts to pick her up before they even really got started. Chris’ recent drama only solidified her thoughts that guys, in general, really sucked.

On reaching the front of the building, she stepped into a kaleidoscope of blue and green light cast down onto the otherwise dimly lit sidewalk by the neon peacock sitting proudly on the building’s facade over the front door. White letters arranged on a black wooden backboard beneath the peacock announced that she was in the right place. She glanced around the street for Chris and Jen and checked her watch. It wasn’t quite seven yet; she was five minutes early. If the weather had been more cooperative, she might have waited for them on the sidewalk, but she felt like ice and wanted to get out of the wind. They’d probably done the same anyway, if they’d beaten her there.

She stepped inside and was relieved to find herself in a small vestibule facing another set of doors that led into the bar. She imagined her hair was sitting every which way and that her face was a mess. She smoothed her dark hair and pulled wayward strands back into place before pulling out her compact and checking for smears of dark eyeliner or mascara. Tossing it back into her purse, she quietly blew her nose into a tissue from her pocket. She hated that every time she stepped into a warm building after being out in the cold, her nose started to run. When she felt presentable, she stepped through the second door and was immediately greeted by the young hostess.

“Good evening, ma’am. Are you joining a party?" The hostess was perky and not that much younger. Juliette hated being called “ma’am” but forced a polite smile.

“Yes, I’m meeting my two young friends.”

“What’s the name?” she asked, unmoved by the reference to young friends.

“I don’t think we made a reservation. I’m meeting my two girlfriends. One is a tall blonde while the other one is very pregnant,” Juliette explained.

The hostess shook her head slowly. “We haven’t had any pregnant women arrive yet this evening. Maybe you’d like to wait at the bar?” she said, motioning off to the side.

“Thank you,” Juliette murmured as she reluctantly walked past the hostess. Waiting alone at the bar did not interest her at all.

She had driven past this place several times but had never ventured inside, and for a Friday night, there wasn’t much of a dinner crowd despite being so close to the theater district. She scanned the softly lit room decorated in a sea of warm browns and reds hoping for a sight of Jen or Chris but saw no sign of either of them. Linen-covered tables set for parties of two or four dotted the room while votive candles twinkled inside small glass jars in the center of each one. Soft piano jazz floated down from unseen speakers in the ceiling. On the far wall, a very large gas fireplace threw some extra warmth into the room. She stared at it for a moment, feeling so chilled from the wind outside that she was tempted to walk over and hug it until she warmed up.

Three men already sat at the bar, and just as Jen had promised, they all sported salt and pepper hair. They were “suits”, and they were deep in conversation; likely a topic that had started at the office and then moved venues when all the other employees had eagerly left for the weekend. Juliette wondered what was waiting for them at home. It reminded her of her own father and how upset her mother would be when he wouldn’t come home until eight or nine o’clock, after hitting the bar with some buddies from work and missing dinner with his children. Juliette didn’t like suits very much. She had seen how miserable her mother was being married to a man who was married to business. She wouldn’t make that same mistake.

She selected a leather stool several seats away from the cluster of suits and set her purse on the bar. She unbuttoned her jacket before sitting down to allow some of the warmth of the room in but decided to keep it on until the deep chill left her.

“What can I get you, hun?" The bartender was a polished middle-aged woman, dressed in a white shirt and black vest atop black dress pants. An engraved brass tag sitting pertly above her chest indicated her name was Sharon.

“I’ll have a vodka and seven, please,” Juliette replied.

Sharon nodded, and only a moment later set a coaster down on top of the bar with her tall drink placed on top. Juliette smiled, absently plucking the slice of lime off the rim of the glass, squeezing it, and plopping it down into the liquid. This was her ritual. She’d then occasionally stab the lime at the bottom of the glass with her straw and enjoy the few pieces of pulp that she’d suck into her mouth, bursting them with her tongue. She took a small sip. On hearing the entrance door close, she glanced over her shoulder to see the hostess greet an older couple.

“Sharon! Another round please, sweetheart,” one of the suits slurred loudly, holding up his empty glass and shaking it for her to see.

Juliette rolled her eyes. While she disliked suits, she disliked drunken suits even more. Her father used to drink scotch when he frequented the bar, and when he had drunk too much, he was also loud and boisterous. He hadn’t just slipped into the house apologetically at eight or nine o’clock; he had stormed in like a bull charging a red cloak, announcing his arrival and refusing to hear a word from her mother in complaint of how he had chosen to spend his evening. Yes, she would not make that same mistake, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t making her own unique blend of mistakes. Lately, she seemed to be most attracted to unavailable men.

Brian was the complete opposite of a suit. He never wore a tie or jacket to the office; was always dressed in casual pants and a comfortable shirt or sweater. That was one of the things she’d really liked about him...how casual he was. She had been in love with Brian until he announced his engagement a few months ago. Of course, she had never told Brian that she was in love with him, but she found it hard to believe that he hadn’t known. He had joined the agency a year ago and settled into the vacant desk next to hers. He had asked her where to find things which had led to conversations about how the office worked, which had led to conversations about life. They’d eaten lunch together most days and had often gone out for coffee or a movie after work. He was flirtatious and attentive, even going out with her and the girls on a few occasions.

Jen and Chris had been equally stumped by Brian’s lack of action in asking her out or making a move. They had always assumed that he hadn’t wanted to jeopardize their ability to work together. They had never considered that he was in love with someone else. He had never once mentioned that he had been dating anyone. Juliette had been floored when their team leader had shared Brian’s news about the engagement at the end of a staff meeting. The additional piece of news that Brian was leaving to follow his fiancée to Atlanta where she had just been offered an awesome job was a relief. Juliette had smiled and congratulated him and then slipped off to the bathroom for a good cry.

As they had worked their way through a couple of bottles of wine performing a postmortem examination on yet “another failed relationship”, Jen and Chris had been convinced that Brian had known all along how Juliette had felt about him. They’d decided that he’d just not said anything to her about it, using the attention she had tossed his way to boost his own ego. And while Juliette hated to think that he was an asshole disguised as a great guy, she had a hard time seeing it any other way. She had wasted a year on a guy who had never had any interest in her at all but who had left her believing every day that he was on the verge of asking her out. She absently swirled her lime in the bottom of the glass with her straw as her mind continued to wander.

Before Brian, there was Colin; a bit different but unavailable just the same. Or maybe the proper word was “unattainable”. Colin had made an even bigger dent in her life. She had wasted two years with him, waiting for him to get over his trust issues and embrace her and their relationship. Colin claimed to have loved her, but in his weird, manipulative, mind game way, he had always left her wondering why. He had often said that she was the best thing that had ever happened to him but then left her thinking that she didn’t measure up; that she wasn’t really what he wanted. When she would ask him about it, he always came back with the claim that he had been burnt in love before, and that it would take time for him to fully commit. So, Juliette, thinking he was worth it, had given him that time and he’d left her feeling like she was going crazy. Her self-esteem had really taken a hit.

When she whined to Jen and Chris, they always said the same thing. “Dump him." But she had persevered, clinging to the good moments and filing the bad away, feeling that he would eventually come to trust that she would not also hurt him. Then he would fully embrace her and their relationship. It took her two years of misery before she’d finally had enough and made the tough decision to walk away. He even cried when she broke it off. He told her that he was devastated; that he didn’t see himself ever giving love a try again. She had felt horrible, for about a week, until she overheard him at a coffee shop feeding the exact same lines to his next victim.

She glanced at her watch. It was ten minutes past seven. Jen and Chris were late. The sound of the entrance door closing again drew her attention. The hostess greeted an older man walking in alone who motioned toward his party; another suit joining the meeting that was well underway only ten feet away from her. Juliette turned back to her drink and poked her lime with the straw. As her purse started to vibrate the bar, she quickly lifted it and rooted through the contents for her phone.

“Hello?” she said quietly. She was always so self-conscious about speaking in a normal voice on her phone while out in public. She didn’t like the lack of privacy.

Chaos greeted her on the other end. “Jules, it’s Craig. We’re at the hospital. Jen’s water...the baby’s coming. We’re having the baby...well, Jen’s having the baby. It’s happening, Jules!”

Juliette smiled and feigned a serious tone. “So, what you’re saying is that Jen won’t be coming out with us tonight for girls’ night out?”

Craig chuckled. “Can you believe it? It’s coming!”

“I’m so happy for you. I guess we’ll give her a pass this time. What hospital? The Brigham?”

“Yep, Brigham,” he sang.

“I’ll be there tomorrow. Give her a hug and a kiss for me. And remember, if it’s a girl, Juliette is a perfectly respectable name!” she teased.

“We’ll see you tomorrow, Jules. Oh my god, the baby’s coming!" Craig hung up.

Juliette took a deep breath and put her phone back in her purse as she thought of Jen. She was sitting at a bar, sipping a delicious vodka and seven, while her best friend was embarking on the adventure of motherhood. “Oh, I hope it doesn’t hurt too much,” she cringed as she pictured all the health class videos and movies she had ever seen depicting a sweaty woman screaming in pain as she bore down to push that huge football out of her small birth canal. But Jen was tough. She worked out regularly, ate healthily, and had a very sound mind. She would probably be an Olympian when it came to giving birth. Any minute, Craig would call back to say the baby had arrived and that they were going out dancing for the evening to celebrate.

She glanced over her shoulder at the door again; still no Chris. Without Jen to keep Chris under control, she could see where this evening was now going to go. Chris might sit at the bar for one drink, but then they would be off to a club. Even though she was still chilled, she was now thankful that she hadn’t chosen to wear a warm, chunky turtleneck. You can’t comfortably dance in a hot club in a turtleneck. And then Chris would hook up, and she would stand off to the side by herself swatting away guys like pesky flies, eventually heading home...alone.

Even though Juliette had pulled herself out of the game for now, she wasn’t entirely without hope. She just thought the odds were against her in meeting the right guy, especially in a bar or a club. She would love to meet the man of her dreams, but she had set the expectation bar so high, given her past failures, that it was unlikely any man could meet it. She didn’t want to date a suit or an uptight man focused on business, like her father. She also didn’t want to date someone who had been irreparably burned by a previous relationship, like Colin. She wanted someone who was educated, who had a solid career but didn’t live to work, and who valued family and love and didn’t toss either around lightly. Most importantly, she wanted someone who wanted her exactly as she was and who needed her as much as she needed him. It wasn’t too much to ask, was it?

Oh, and then there was sex. The sex also had to be good. She had experienced the most fantastic sex about three years ago when she, Jen, and Chris had flown to Cancun for a long weekend just before she’d met Colin. Miguel had landed in her bed after a long day and night of margaritas, dancing, and flirting. When she started dating Colin, when he was first working on pulling her in, he had suggested that sex with him would be unforgettable, but it was actually the opposite. She’d already forgotten. He just could not surpass the bedroom bar set by Miguel. Sex with Miguel was unforgettable because he had wanted her, not because his technique was spectacular. That’s what was important; that her man would need her sexually. Colin never seemed to need her that way. He never tried to seduce her. Her man needed to desire her, and he needed to rock her world.

Perhaps she had subconsciously set the bar so high so that no man would ever reach it so that she’d always have an excuse for refusing a date which would protect her from ever having to feel the pain of heartache again. She admitted that possibility, but when she looked closely at what she wanted in a man and in a relationship, her expectations didn’t really seem that far out of line or unreasonable. If that was what she wanted, shouldn’t she be selective until she found it? And speaking of needing to be selective, where the heck was Chris? She pulled her phone out again and typed a text message.

“It’s seven fourteen. Where are you?”

She hit send and waited; her eyes fixated on the screen. Less than a minute later, her phone vibrated with an incoming call.

“Hey, you!” she said quietly as she answered her phone.

“I’m in the bathroom,” Chris whispered.

“Here? At the bar?” Juliette asked, confused, looking around the room.

“No, at home. Jeff is here. He just showed up,” she whispered in response.

“He just showed up? Oh, Chris!”

“I know! He’s crying, Jules. What am I going to do?” she whined.

“Tell him to leave and come to the bar!” Juliette ordered.

“But he’s so sad and pathetic,” she argued. “He said he’s sorry; that he made a huge mistake.”

“Chris, he didn’t just “make a mistake”. He slept with your neighbor when you had to go to Springfield for the weekend. Don’t forget that. He’s a liar and a cheat. Tell him to go away and come to the bar. We’ll go dancing." Juliette tried to whisper, but she was disappointed that Chris was wavering.

“But I still love him,” Chris whined.

“No, you love having regular sex, but you actually hate him, remember?” Juliette countered. “He also slept with your assistant. Don’t forget about that!”

“Oh shit, Jules. He sounds so sorry for everything. He wants me back. He’s crying,” Chris whispered.

“He’ll break your heart again, Chris. Don’t do it. Walk away. Tell him to leave,” Juliette ordered again.

“I’ll call you guys back in a bit. I’m just going to hear what he has to say,” Chris said.

“Jen’s at the hospital having the baby so I’m going to go home.”

“She is? That’s great. Oh shit, Jules, I’m so sorry,” Chris apologized.

“It’s okay. I came. I conquered one drink. And now I’ll go home,” Juliette laughed. “Call me!” she insisted before hanging up.

She checked the time on her phone before tossing it back into her purse and setting her purse back on the bar. It was almost seven twenty. If she worked at it, she could finish this drink, grab a cab, and be home before eight. She might even manage to get into her fuzzy, flannel jammies in time to catch the start of an eight o’clock TV show. She stabbed her lime with her straw a few times before taking a long sip. At these prices, she wasn’t going to walk away from her drink. She’d finish every penny of it first, especially since she could probably use that vodka swirling through her to help ward off the cold when she stepped back outside.

She took a second healthy sip of her drink and started to feel the pleasant warming effects of the alcohol; relieved to finally be letting go of the chill that had stuck with her. And even though she was warming up, she didn’t see the point of now taking off her jacket and scarf if she was just going to be leaving in a few minutes. On second thought, it was a bit warm for her scarf to be wrapped so tightly. As she loosened it, a slight rumble underfoot had her reaching for the edge of the wooden bar in front of her. She glanced toward the bartender and the suits as a similar rumbling sound reached her ears, but no one else around her seemed to pay it any attention. She laughed at herself. A large truck had likely just bounced past on the road outside, shaking the older building, and the regulars were probably so used to the resulting rumble that they didn’t even notice.

With the adrenaline jolt on top of the vodka, she was starting to feel a little too warm. She pulled her scarf from around her neck and set it down on the empty stool next to her, but it didn’t seem to help enough. She was still too hot and even started to feel a little sweaty. She slid her jacket off, draping it over the stool as well. “Good vodka,” she thought, feeling better to be rid of her extra layers.

As she turned back toward her drink, a small flutter of movement beside her a short distance away caught her attention. A younger man was sitting alone a few stools down from her. She had been so wrapped up in her own mind that she hadn’t even noticed him arrive. He was sipping a bottle of beer and tapping away on his cell phone. She tried not to listen as he held the phone to his ear.

“Hey Timbo! Where are you? ... I’m at The White Peacock waiting for you... No, we said seven... Yeah, that’s fine, but if you don’t get your ass down here sooner than that, you might have to peel me off this bar stool. Talk about having a day from hell! ... Aw, I’ll tell you when you get here... Okay. See you soon." He placed his phone down on the bar, focusing his attention on trying to remove the label from his bottle of beer while he waited.

Juliette tried to ignore the fact that he was there, even when the scent of his Polo cologne reached her nose. She absolutely loved Polo. She would be walking through a mall and a man would walk by wearing it and she would immediately melt when it reached her nose. She had bought some for Colin for Christmas the first year they were together, but he never wore it. He thought it was too “old”; that it had been around for too long and that a newer, more popular brand, spoke better to “his metrosexual nature”. He preferred a sportier scent that never had the same effect on her. She should have taken that bottle with her when they broke up. She’d paid a small fortune for it. She could have sprayed it on one of her pillows and snuggled with it as she read or watched television. Of course, she’d have to explain her odd behavior eventually when some man did enter her life wondering why she had a bottle of men’s Polo cologne on her dresser, but if he were the right man, he would appreciate her quirkiness.

“Juliette is a very nice name. Very Shakespearean,” the cologne guy said quietly while continuing to look at the bottle of beer in front of him.

She glanced briefly in his direction, wondering how he knew her name. She glanced at his attire. He wasn’t a suit. He was wearing jeans and a tight-fitting, navy crew-neck sweater.

“Sorry, I overheard you talking on the phone a few minutes ago...” He turned his head toward her.

She blushed. She hated talking on her phone in public, and she hated that others eavesdropped on her conversations. Yes, she knew she had heard cologne guy calling his friend, Timbo, but she would never just start talking to him about it. And when did she mention her name on the phone? She searched her memory. Cologne guy had been sitting there since she had spoken with Craig?

“She should take your advice and tell the guy to shove off,” he said.

Juliette smiled politely at him and returned to stabbing her lime with her straw.

“She shouldn’t settle for someone who doesn’t respect her,” he added.

Juliette turned and looked at him, curious as to why he felt he was part of the conversation in the first place. He was very handsome with a chiseled, confident face, brilliant smile, sparkling deep green eyes, perfectly styled brown hair, and strong hands that lightly gripped his bottle of beer. He appeared to be in his late twenties. Beneath that tight navy sweater, Juliette imagined rippling muscles and tanned skin. She pegged him in a flash. She knew guys like him; charming, charismatic, bad boys. They were beautiful, edgy, overtly confident, and their opinion about everything was always correct; they were never wrong in their own eyes. And they never truly cared about anyone other than themselves.

“I’m sorry?” she asked, hoping that was enough to remind him that his comments had not been invited, but cologne guy continued.

“If he respected her, he wouldn’t cheat on her. She shouldn’t listen to the crap he’s shoveling out now because, guaranteed, it’s just crap." He smiled and tipped his beer toward her as if to say “cheers” before taking another sip.

True enough. Jeff obviously had no respect for Chris if he would treat her that way, but she found herself thinking that she needed to be more direct when she spoke with people.

“Do you make a habit out of eavesdropping on other people’s calls?” she chastised, immediately regretting her tone.

He blushed, turned toward the bar, and looked at his beer as if he were fourteen and had just been rejected by his crush at the school dance.

“I’m truly sorry,” he said quietly as he picked up his bottle and took a swig while checking his watch for the time.

An apology? Really? So much for being the self-assured, opinionated type. His face had become softer as he nursed his bruised feelings. His sparkling eyes, now downcast and hurt, seemed more gentle than arrogant. These guys don’t usually take rejection to heart. They usually just move on to their next challenge, smirking condescendingly at the woman who didn’t bite as if he assumed she would come to regret her decision to not give him the time of day. They never felt the need to prove anything to anyone. But cologne guy didn’t react that way. Her tone had sliced through what she had guessed was an impenetrable ego. His points hadn’t been the usual self-focused drivel about how brilliant he was. He had been making an astute observation. And she hated being the cause of someone’s hurt feelings.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound harsh,” Juliette apologized.

Cologne guy chuckled and shook his head. “You don’t need to apologize. I shouldn’t have said anything. You’re right, I shouldn’t have been listening to your conversation,” he confessed.

“Well, it’s sort of hard to not hear a conversation when you’re only six feet away,” she offered.

He nodded and cast a small smile, accepting her peace offering. “But I should have at least pretended that your attempts at whispering into your phone were successful and that no one heard that Chris’ boyfriend cheated on her with her neighbor and her assistant.”

Juliette smiled. “I need to practice my whispering, I guess.”

“I would say so,” he smiled and shrugged. “Or don’t worry so much that a bunch of strangers know all about Chris’ love life and the fact that Jen is having her baby. We wouldn’t know where to send either of them flowers,” he winked.

Juliette nodded in reply and looked at her drink; wiping away a drip of condensation that had started to snake down the outside of the glass. He was probably right. She probably just looked like a badly trained spy trying to maintain the secrecy surrounding a covert operation by trying to whisper into her phone. Who cares if strangers hear her speaking? It wasn’t as if anyone knew who Jen and Chris were. She twirled the lime around the bottom of her glass with the straw.

“And back to Chris,” cologne guy continued. “That guy needed to be upfront with his intentions way back at the beginning of things. If he’s playing the field, he should’ve told her so she could decide if she wanted to play that same game. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise.”

Juliette turned her head and looked back over to cologne guy, confused. Was he really continuing this conversation with her? When he turned toward her on his stool and continued, her question was answered.

“What I mean is that a guy has one job to do—to make sure she knows exactly how he feels about her and what he truly wants in a relationship. When a guy starts shoveling bullshit, you’re left guessing and wondering and doubting and that’s when you need to walk away because if he can’t get that one piece right, then he’s simply playing you and he’s not worth keeping around.”

Juliette continued to look over at cologne guy, hanging on the words that trickled out from behind his beautiful smile, until her rational mind reeled her back in. She was impressed by the sentiment. He sounded quite insightful. But the fact that he continued talking about this led her back to her original impression of him; that he was overconfident, opinionated, and simply trying to chat her up. You don’t meet guys of substance in a bar.

“Um, are we discussing this?” she asked while motioning back and forth between them with her finger.

“Did you have something better to do while sitting by yourself and finishing your drink? Certainly, that lime can’t be that entertaining!” he teased, his smile wide and his eyes sparkling in that glamorous movie star sort of way. It was that look that was hard not to get swept up by.

She paused, uncertain of her response. She didn’t have anything better to do, yet that didn’t mean she was interested in wasting her time discussing her friends with a charming bad boy. But he didn’t give her much time to think.

“Listen, I’m not one of those guys who hit on women in bars. I wouldn’t have picked this place if I was, and I didn’t just wander in off the street after spotting you through a window or something like that. I came here to meet up with someone. Your friends are obviously not showing up tonight, so if you want some company while you finish your drink...I promise I’m not a jerk,” the gorgeous cologne guy said sincerely.

Juliette hesitated. He could just be tossing out lines. If he had been in a suit, or if he was oozing sleaze, or if he had been bragging about himself and not seeming to be insightful, and if she hadn’t seen his feelings hurt by rejection, she would have declined in a heartbeat, but there was something different about him. Was there any harm in a little company while she finished her drink, especially when he smelled so divine? Fifteen minutes of small talk while drifting in his beautifully aromatic company just might make her trip home seem a bit warmer. She shrugged in agreement and offered him a small smile as she nodded. He picked up his jacket and slid his bottle of beer closer to where she sat. He took up residency on the next stool, sitting to face her.

“I’m Miles,” he said as he introduced himself, holding out his hand to shake hers.

“Juliette,” she noted, firmly gripping his hand so that he knew she would not be easily won over by his good looks alone. She turned back and faced her drink, trying not to stir her lime with her straw after he had pointed out that she had seemed preoccupied with doing so.

“Yes, Shakespeare girl,” he smiled.

“My parents were fans,” she offered an explanation.

“I like Will. He had a way with tragedy. By comparison, you can’t help but feel great to be living a mundane existence,” he joked.

“Unless facing your own personal tragedy,” she countered.

“True enough,” he nodded, raising his brow while he waited for her to say more. When she didn’t, he spoke again. “What do you do, Juliette? For work?”

“Child protection; I work for the State,” she shared.

“That has got to be a very draining job,” he winced as he looked at her empathetically with his green eyes.

“It can be,” she agreed.

“Do you work directly with kids? With the families?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yup; I’m a social worker.”

He shook his head. “I don’t envy you. That’s a very tough role to play. I bet it’s hard not to bring your work home with you every night.”

She nodded again. “But I make a point of not bringing it home. I try very hard to leave it at work and focus on anything but work outside of the office.”

“That’s so important, isn’t it? I mean, it’s great when you have a job that you love and enjoy, but there’s so much more to life to experience. The work will still be there the next day, but that concert or that movie opening or that sale on towels won’t wait for you to put the paperwork down,” he agreed.

Juliette raised her brow and smiled. “Buy a lot of towels, do you?”

He smiled as if he had an embarrassing secret. “I need some new kitchen towels. Apparently, it’s not recommended that you use your good white towels to wipe up spilled grape juice unless you’re okay with adding some tie-dyed purple to your decor, which doesn’t really come out of the wash as a nice purple but more of a dingy gray. Then, in trying to whiten said towels, apparently there really is a fine line between “enough bleach” and “too much bleach”, or so I found out. There’s a sale tomorrow,” he chuckled.

She couldn’t help but be amused by his story. “Have you not heard of paper towels?” she quipped.

He nodded his head and smiled back. “Yeah. I’m still asking myself that same question. So, is that what you wanted to be when you grew up? A social worker protecting kids?” he asked.

She shook her head. “No. I wanted to be a teacher. Elementary grades.”

“So why didn’t you? How did you get to be where you are now?” he asked, apparently seriously interested in knowing.

“I started college and then saw a need. It pulled me in that direction and here I am,” she stated simply. “So, what do you do?”

“I’m a superhero with a weakness for cute women who have been left stranded in bars,” he openly flirted.

She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “That’s a really lame pickup line,” she said flatly while trying not to blush at being called cute. And he said he wasn’t one of those guys who hit on women in bars.

“Yeah, that one really sucked, didn’t it,” he agreed with a chuckle. He held up his arms as if to surrender. “See? Not talented enough to be a successful pickup artist!”

“So, what do you really do?” she smiled, absently twirling her lime.

“Well, I wanted to be a doctor, but it turned out that I sucked at chemistry. I ended up transferring out of science and into literature after my first year of college. After graduating, I started working as an editor for my family’s small publishing house,” he shared.

She had been expecting his short story to tell her of the career he’d landed that was even better than being a doctor. After all, these confident bar guys loved to brag about how awesome they were. Hearing about not being able to master chemistry came as a surprise. Maybe the awesome was in the family business; the “small” publishing house. She racked her brain for some of the big names that she knew—Simon & Schuster, Random House, Harlequin, Harper Collins...

“Which one is that?” she braced for his impressive answer.

“MacDermott Publishing. Heard of it?”

“No, sorry,” she shook her head. So, he wasn’t out to impress her with his flashy job.

“That’s alright. It’s not a major player, yet,” he smiled.

“So, what kind of doctor did you want to be?” she asked, now curious about his first career dream.

“Pediatrician. I wanted to work with kids.”

She rolled her eyes again and chuckled. “Man, that sounds like another line, especially after I just said I worked with kids!”

He smiled. “Yeah, it sort of does, doesn’t it? But that’s the truth,” he said convincingly. “I’ll let you in on a little secret. Life is too short to bother with lines. People really need to be real with each other.”

She nodded in agreement, wondering if he followed his own advice. “It’s a great philosophy, but I don’t think it’s practiced very often. Most people are too preoccupied with selling themselves and convincing everyone else of how wonderful they are,” she noted.

“But that’s the problem. You sell yourself and eventually someone comes to know your truth, and they can’t help but be disappointed. You set yourself up for failure every single time by not being real,” he expanded.

She looked at him, trying to figure out if he was being sincere. “So, we should only talk in terms of our flaws, then? That way, when someone gets to know us better, they can only be pleasantly surprised,” she smirked.

He laughed. “Yeah, that might work; although it would make for some depressing small talk, I think. Hi, I’m Miles. I’m not living the life I thought I would. I’m not living in the house I thought I would have bought by now. I’m not driving the car I wanted to drive. And I’m not even wearing the jeans I wanted to wear tonight because my favorite pair has grape juice stains on the knees!”

Juliette laughed before taking another small sip of her drink. She was pleasantly surprised by the apparent lack of arrogance in his personality. She was also finding him to be rather entertaining. He was gorgeous, smart, and funny; he just didn’t seem to be the egotistical hot bar guy she had pegged him for. And the sensual aroma of Polo hung in the air around him, pulling her in and threatening to knock down her walls.

“I’ll take that as a good sign,” he noted as he watched her set her drink down on the bar. “If you were having second thoughts about keeping company with me and wanted an excuse to flee, you’d be chugging that drink, but that was a pretty tiny sip.”

Juliette blushed. “Are you trying to challenge me so that I end up drunk?”

He raised his hands innocently. “Not at all,” he smiled. “But thanks for flirting with me." He winked again.

She looked at him defensively and chuckled. “That was not flirting!”

“I’ve heard women say that before; ask a guy if he’s trying to get them drunk. They want him to say yes. It’s a standard line,” he offered.

He was right. She had heard that before as well. It was usually the players wanting the woman drunk so that he could take advantage of her, and the interested, horny woman hoping he would. She kicked herself for even saying it, especially given his reaction.

“Well, the “real me” is telling you that I wasn’t flirting. But thank you for the ego boost,” she said sarcastically.

“Ego boost?” he asked.

“You presumed I was flirting, and you replied firmly that you were “not at all” interested,” she smiled, acting only slightly wounded.

He chuckled and shook his head. “You have a quick mind, Juliette. Very nice! You’re probably one of the lucky ones who’ve seen right through the crap that guys dish out.”

She smiled. “Yeah, that’s me,” she lied.

His eyes flashed warmly at her, catching the lack of truth in the tone of her voice. “Speaking of jerks, why is your friend, Chris, putting up with this guy?”

“Oh, I know the answer to that,” she said, straightening up on her stool. “Because when a woman starts to date a guy, and he’s pumped her up about who he is and what he’s all about, she ends up falling for the idea of him and not necessarily the guy himself. She falls in love with a dream. So, when he turns out to be Prince Asshole and not Prince Charming, she sometimes has a hard time letting go of the dream of him, and the dream of the future she believed she’d have with him.”

“Is that the deal with Chris? Or your own personal experience?” he asked caringly, and she simply smiled in return.

“Men experience that too,” he shared. “I’ve been there. The dream died with my last serious girlfriend within a week, but I refused to see it for a whole year." He chuckled at his own stupidity.

She sighed. “I hate to say it, but without those bad experiences, we’d never figure out what we really want in a relationship; what we’ll accept and what we won’t.”

“I totally agree, but not at the expense of shutting yourself off to the possibility of relationships in general." He nodded toward her.

“What makes you think I’ve shut myself off?” she asked, thinking he was not only gorgeous, but a mind reader as well. She took a longer sip of her vodka.

“Either you’ve shut yourself off, or you’re currently in a relationship,” he predicted. “I’m not an expert, but if you were open to meeting new people, and you weren’t in a relationship, you wouldn’t be facing the bar; you would’ve turned toward me like I’m sitting facing you.”

“That’s absurd. I’m facing my drink,” she countered. “And you’re assuming I find you attractive!” she added, trying to sound aloof but certain she hadn’t been convincing. She didn’t want to give him an upper hand.

“Thank you,” he smiled, tipping his beer toward her again. “It’s not only about attraction; it’s about being open to meeting new people. Try sitting facing me,” he suggested.

She looked at him cautiously, wondering what his game plan was.

“I won’t bite, I promise,” he assured her.

Determined to prove him wrong, she turned on the stool facing him. She crossed her legs and rested her hands in her lap, attempting to appear relaxed.

He laughed. “So, which is it; presently in a relationship or shut off?”

“I’m facing you,” she defended.

“Yeah, but as soon as you turned, you hid behind your crossed legs and your hands on your lap. You’re protecting yourself; keeping yourself separated and hidden. Here, uncross your legs,” he said as he casually tapped her knee.

She took a deep breath and uncrossed her legs, resting both feet on the metal ring that hovered near the base of her stool. He reached forward, taking both of her hands with his, turned them palm up and let them rest on her thighs.

“There, now you’re more receptive. How does that feel?” he asked, smiling.

“I feel like a mannequin. I thought you said you were an editor and not some sort of psychiatrist,” she mused.

“I once edited a manuscript on body language,” he smiled, watching her. “You’re uncomfortable, aren’t you? It’s just like I thought. Okay, as you were,” he said, turning toward the bar and his beer.

“I am not in a relationship, and I am not closed off!” she defended. “Sounds like that manuscript was badly written.”

She continued to sit that way. She wasn’t sure why, but she needed to know that she wasn’t so easily read by him. No one else had ever suggested to her in the past few months that she seemed closed off. Certainly, this guy wasn’t that perceptive. It was a little unsettling that he saw her so clearly. She picked up her drink and took another long sip. If she was going to prove the wonderfully scented, sidewalk shrink wrong about being closed off to the idea of relationships, she would need just a bit more vodka circulating through her veins. He chuckled when she didn’t turn away, turning back to face her.

“You have beautiful eyes,” he said to her rather clinically.

Butterflies started to float around in her tummy despite knowing his words were only an attempt to break her commitment to her charade. He was simply tossing another lame pickup line at her.

“Your hands are very soft,” he said; his tone a bit silkier.

She forced herself not to move.

He lowered his voice and said gently, “Don’t give up on finding love just because you’ve dated some pricks.”

She felt her face flush, but she didn’t move. She simply smiled back at him. She knew he was playing a game and she was determined that he wouldn’t win. She held his shimmering green eyes with hers and felt a little lightheaded, despite her quickened pulse, as she found herself swimming in their warmth. He didn’t look away. He also didn’t look at her with any sort of confidence or false charismatic charm. The depth of his eyes didn’t seem to end in a shallow pool; she could see right into his soul. And she didn’t see any hint that he was hiding a deceptive game behind those long lashes. All she saw looking back at her was gentle warmth.

“I’d like to ask you out on a date,” he whispered seductively; the softness of his voice wafting toward her. “That’s it,” she thought. He won. She sighed and turned back to facing the bar.

He chuckled, leaning closer and whispering in her ear. “I was serious; all of it.”

Sharon, the bartender, stood in front of her. “How are you guys doing over here?” She provided Juliette with a perfectly timed distraction to regroup her mind.

She cleared her throat. “Um, another vodka and seven, and a...” she glanced at Miles’ beer, “and a bottle of Stella Artois, please?”

“Sure thing,” Sharon sang as she scurried about behind the bar filling the order, quickly setting the two drinks down in front of Juliette, then flying to the end of the bar in response to another glass being waved in the air by one of the suits. Juliette slid Miles’ beer across the bar top toward him. She sipped the last of her first drink, plucked the lime off the rim of her fresh one, squeezed some juice into the 7 Up, and plopped the lime into the drink.

“I guess I should take that as a “yes” to the date?” he asked hopefully.

“We’ll see,” she smiled, fully aware that she was blushing. “So, tell me...are you single, married, separated, divorced, living with someone, or dating someone?” she asked while glancing at his ring finger. There had to be something wrong with him.

“Ah, yes; the standard interview process,” Miles chuckled. “Single. I’ve been single for a while now,” he answered, holding his hand up for her to see clearly. “I wouldn’t ask you for a date if I wasn’t entirely available.”

Juliette raised her brow. Now why would he say that when her mind has been sitting here ruminating over the fact that she keeps finding herself attracted to unavailable men?

“I know. You don’t know me. You’ll just have to trust me,” he assured her with a soft smile. “And you? You already said you weren’t involved, but I guess I should ask.”

“Quite content being single, actually,” she answered. She wasn’t about to make it too easy for him.

“That’s the best way,” he smiled. “Being desperate can lead to some very bad decisions.”

She nodded in agreement.

“And your heart is too precious to just throw away without any thought,” he added.

“Agreed! So, in being entirely available, does that include being emotionally available? Or are you on a mission to punish women for the pain one caused you at some point in the past?” She had tried to sound casual in asking.

He looked at her and chuckled. “Wow! There’s a story I’d love to hear at some point. No, I don’t have any hang ups because of past relationships. They happened. They ended. I learned from them. And I moved on,” he answered confidently.

“Good answer,” she smiled.

“Thanks. I’ve been practicing that one, waiting for someone to ask,” he laughed.

“So why are you having a bad day?” she asked. Perhaps that would give her some deeper insight.

He raised his brows. “You were eavesdropping on my phone call?” he teased.

She tried to appear innocent.

He smiled. “I totally forgot that I was grumpy.”

“And what were you grumpy about?” she further probed.

He hesitated and looked at her seriously. “Grape juice!”

She couldn’t help but laugh, especially given the serious tone he had used.

“But I’m all better now, thank you." He affectionately rubbed her shoulder.

She found his touch electrifying even though she knew he wasn’t trying to seduce her. It really wasn’t anything a friend wouldn’t do for another to thank them for their care and concern, yet the moment he touched her that way, she felt lit up like a Christmas tree. She took a deep breath and tried to focus her increasingly foggy mind which was quite happily drowning in the expensive vodka and not interested in being thrown a life preserver.

“Okay, here’s another question. What do you wear when you go into the office every day?” she asked.

He looked at her curiously. “How’s that vodka? Good?” he chuckled, and she couldn’t help but laugh at herself at the sound of her question, but in good sport, he replied. “I always make sure I’m wearing clean underwear, cause, you never know.”

She smiled. “And?” she urged him to continue.

“And? I dunno. Whatever is clean. Jeans, pants, shirt, sweater, shoes, sneakers... Depends on what’s happening that day. Fridays are always a jeans day; but I couldn’t wear my favorite jeans today because...you know...attack of the grape juice.”

She giggled. “Jacket and tie?” she asked.

He held his hands to his throat and pretended to choke himself. “God, no! Only for weddings and funerals.”

“Hmm,” she pretended to be disappointed.

“Alright, I’ll wear a tie on our first date,” he promised.

She pretended to make notes on her palm. “Family—love them, tolerate them, or hate them?”

He smiled. “Now we’re heading into some Freud, are we?" She nodded. “Well, the easy answer is that I love them, but I don’t see them very often,” he shared.

Juliette learned that his twin sister, Melissa, was a chef. In fact, she used to work as a sous chef in that very restaurant and Miles used to come in for lunch all the time. A few years ago, she moved to Angels Camp where she prefers the warmer climate.

“There’s a place called Angels Camp?” Juliette smiled.

“Yes, there is. In California, east of San Francisco. It’s a small, touristy town but it has a world class golf course. Lots of corporate events, tournaments, parties, weddings...”

Miles also had an older brother, Derek; she learned, but he had walked away from the family a few years ago, not keeping in touch with any of them. Miles believed he was in Colorado.

“He was angry about something, but no one knows what,” he shared.

“That’s sad,” Juliette noted. “You’ve never tried to track him down? To find out why?”

“We haven’t been able to get in touch with him,” he shrugged.

Miles also shared that it had been his mother and father who had started the small, family run publishing company, but his parents retired early and moved closer to his sister. He found it tough having them all so far away but visited them every chance that he got. He had always been very close to his parents. He spoke very highly of them and thought they were the best teachers he had ever had about life and living. He pulled up the sleeve on his sweater and unhooked the clasp of his silver watch.

“Here’s an example. My parents gave this to me on my last birthday,” he shared, turning his watch over to show her the inscription engraved on the back; “Time will pass regardless. Fill each second with the best of life.”

“That’s beautiful!” she whispered, admiring the obvious love he had for his family and the wisdom in which he was raised by his parents.

Her mind sank to a depressing possibility. “So, who’s running the company?” she asked, wondering if Miles was a suit in disguise. But he explained that it was presently being overseen by his uncle; confessing that his life just wouldn’t include that stressful job.

“So, you’ll never be a suit like these guys at the end of the bar?” she asked him.

He shook his head theatrically, “Never!”

“What about when your uncle retires?” she asked.

“A couple of my cousins are interested,” he reported.

When she’d first noticed him sitting at the bar several stools down, she had immediately pegged him for a charming, charismatic bad boy; a player intent on seducing her so he could get her into his bed before then moving on to his next conquest. And while he was beautiful, charming, and charismatic, he just didn’t seem to be an opinionated, uncaring, and manipulative egomaniac. He was sexy and attractive, but in a humble, grounded way. He was casual and relaxed; there wasn’t an uptight bone in his body. And there was just something special about him, about the way he looked at her, understood her, read her mind, and made her feel safe in his company. For what seemed like hours, they shared stories and thoughts and dreams. He listened intently when she shared a few heartbreaking stories from work and offered helpful advice on how to also see the positive side of every situation.

“Whether we want to see it or not, these tragedies sort of force us to see the true beauty around us. We all learn that eventually; some sooner than others.”

When she shared a bit about her past relationship failures, he agreed that she was now better equipped to recognize real love when it landed in front of her.

“Sometimes we just need some distance; a chance to adjust our view and to reflect from a happier place in our existence in order to see things differently,” he winked.

But she did know that, and with each passing minute, she grew increasingly comfortable in his presence and found her attraction to him growing. He was attentive and interesting; he cared about what she had to say, and he didn’t once dismiss one of her opinions, even when different from his. She loved his wicked sense of humor, and he was able to make her laugh uncontrollably. He was also educated and seemed capable of such deep conversation. She found him stimulating and electric, especially when he reached for her hand to stroke her fingers. She was careful about pacing her vodka consumption; she still needed to get herself home, but she started to doubt her mission of going home by herself. She didn’t want her evening in Miles’ company to end. She enjoyed him too much.

Her ears swam in the music that was his voice as he whispered, “I meant it when I said you had beautiful eyes.”

She blushed again and curled her fingers into his. “Thank you. So do you.”

“But I think your nose is my favorite. It’s just too cute,” he said, leaning a bit closer.

She had always been self-conscious of her nose. She scrunched up her face as if she had just inhaled a whiff of rotting garbage, letting him know she wholeheartedly disagreed with his assessment.

He laughed. “Oh, that’s even better. Very cute!” he grinned. “So do I have a shot at asking you out on a proper date?” he asked.

“I think you might,” she smiled.

With his free hand, he picked up his phone from the bar and opened his contact list before handing it to her. “May I have your number?”

She untangled her fingers and held his phone with both hands as she typed, hitting save and handing the phone back to him. “Speaking of phones, what happened to Timbo?” she asked.

“Tim has so much time on his hands, he has trouble keeping track of it all. I would have called him again, but I didn’t want to say goodnight to you yet,” he winked.

He pushed a few buttons on his phone and held it to his ear. She reached into her purse to pull out some cash to leave for Sharon, smiling when her purse started to vibrate. Looking at him, puzzled, she answered her phone.

“Hey Juliette? This is Miles. We met earlier at The White Peacock? I was just wondering if you had plans this evening or if you might like to join me for a coffee?”

“Hey Miles. I don’t know. It’s such short notice. Let me check my schedule." She held her phone against her chest as she finished fishing out enough money to cover both their tabs, ignoring his raised brow at her ruse. After setting the bills down on the bar, she held the phone back to her ear. “You’re in luck. It seems my schedule is clear.”

“Excellent. Pick you up in a few?” he smiled.

“Give me five to make sure I’m decent,” she smiled, returning her phone to her purse. “I’m just going to visit the ladies’ room. Meet you out front?”

“Sounds like a plan,” he agreed as he gathered her money and tucked it back into the opening of her purse. He pulled out his wallet and tossed a few of his own bills onto the bar.

As she opened the door to leave, Juliette waved goodbye to the hostess in response to the curious look being shot her way. She assumed the young woman was judging her. She had only arrived an hour and a half ago looking for two girlfriends and was now leaving with a man, but she didn’t care. He wasn’t just some random guy. He was perfect. She was sure she’d set the bar for what she wanted in a man extremely high, but he just seemed to sail over it effortlessly. Juliette felt like she was floating. She was so happy. It wasn’t every day she met such a gorgeous, grounded man. She couldn’t imagine not leaving with Miles; of not continuing the evening with him. She suddenly felt that her evening alone would have otherwise seemed incredibly empty.

Miles was waiting for her out on the sidewalk; tall and sexy in his black leather jacket under the shower of green and blue lights. She noticed that he had managed to find a tie. The wind hit her as she stepped clear of the building, but she didn’t mind. It felt refreshing.

“Where did you come up with a tie?” she laughed.

“One of the old guys at the end of the bar,” he chuckled. “I told him I really needed to impress a girl and that she only dated guys in ties.”

She shook her head. “You tracked down a tie because you thought I preferred guys in ties?" She was amazed. He was trying to please her.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied.

She didn’t mind being called ma’am when he said it that way.

“Did you drive?” he asked as he stood close to her.

“No, I walked, actually,” she replied.

“What direction is home? Is there a coffee shop on the way? There’s no point in going in the opposite direction,” he said.

“You know, I can make a pretty good cup of coffee at my place,” she suggested. “Just coffee, of course.”

He was surprised by her offer, according to the look on his face. “I wouldn’t presume otherwise,” he assured her.

“I mean, I can’t whip up a slice of cheesecake or anything to go with that coffee. I might have some Oreos, but that would be about it,” she smirked.

He laughed. “Oreos would be great and just coffee is fine, if you’re comfortable with the idea.”

When she nodded, he wrapped his arm around her shoulder to help keep her warm and suggested that she lead the way. But she didn’t feel chilled at all. Even after walking eight blocks home, she still didn’t feel the cold the way it had clung to her earlier. As they exited the elevator on the third floor of her building, Juliette was relieved that the hallway was empty. It wasn’t a large building, but there was a significant population of older ladies who just loved to gossip about their neighbors; the things they heard and saw. Juliette had two of them on her floor and didn’t want to give them something new to talk about. She fumbled with the keys as she tried to unlock her door, hoping to get inside before someone poked their head out into the hall to snoop. Miles picked up the newspaper lying on the floor near her door.

“Your paper boy delivers in the evening?” he asked her, surprised.

She waited until they were inside behind the closed door before answering him. “No, he delivered it this afternoon. I just didn’t take the time to pick it up when I came home from work.”

Miles set the paper down on the small table near her front door. She tossed her keys and purse on top of it and hung up their coats.

“So, come on in. It isn’t much, but it’s home.”

She left him in the living room while she ducked into the kitchen, setting up her coffee maker to brew a pot of Jamaican Blue Mountain—her favorite. She glanced at him occasionally through the pass-through window, still amazed that she had met him that evening and that he was in her apartment. He wandered around her living room looking at the art on her walls and the books on her shelves and the CDs in her collection.

“You’re a Jeff Buckley fan?” he called out to her.

“Oh, I just love him. He sang with such emotion,” she called back as she dumped some Oreos onto a plate. “It makes me so sad when I think about how he died so young and that the world lost out on all that talent.”

A few moments later, the sound of Buckley’s voice filtered through the air within the small space. As Miles joined her in the kitchen, she leaned back against the counter holding the plate of cookies in front of her.

“I’m a big fan as well. You’re right; incredibly talented and a lot of raw emotion in his voice,” he agreed quietly. “The coffee smells nice.”

“I have the fastest coffee maker there is. It’ll only take a sec. Oreo?” She offered the plate to him.

He chuckled. “Maybe in a few.”

He gently took the plate from her hand and set it down on the counter behind her as he moved closer and stood with his thigh touching the side of her leg, his eyes smiling down at her. She didn’t move.

“May I kiss you?” he whispered.

She felt her insides melt as his unexpected request danced into her mind. She could only nod. He gently cupped the sides of her face and slowly leaned forward, breathing her in before gently placing his lips on hers. She rested her hands on his firm chest, and when she locked her lips with his, she lost all connection to the rest of her body as she floated in his kiss. A moment later, when he pulled his lips away from hers, he lightly kissed
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