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A Passion for Paulina

-A Climax Creek Prequel-

Kianna Alexander
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DECEMBER 24, 1980

Climax Creek, NC 

Paulina Courtland Gray wiped her hands on the apron she’d tied on over her simple shirtdress, finally stepping back from the stove. After spending the better part of an afternoon in the kitchen, she was satisfied that she’d prepared a perfect Christmas Eve feast. She closed her eyes and inhaled the aroma of the food she’d made, hoping it tasted just as good as it smelled.

She felt the familiar pair of strong, muscular arms slip around her waist. She turned in the circle of her husband’s embrace. “Why do you insist on sneaking up on me, Jamari?”

He smiled, showing off his rows of perfect white teeth. “To keep you on your toes, dear wife.” Jamari Gray, a radiologist by trade and an amateur photographer by choice, gave his bride a gentle squeeze before placing a soft kiss against her lips. He was dressed in a white tee and dark blue sweatpants, typical of what he liked to wear around the house. “Besides, I couldn’t resist the heavenly smells coming out of here. What have you made for us, love?”

She listed off the offerings. “A roast turkey breast, mashed potatoes, green beans, yeast rolls, and red velvet cake for dessert.”

His grin broadened. “You sure know how to spoil a man.” He gave her another sweet kiss.

Her heart fluttered in her chest. “It’s our first Christmas as husband and wife, and I want it to be special.” They were only four months into their marriage, and her love for him seemed to deepen by the day. He gave her most everything she could ever want and afforded her the opportunity to eschew a nine to five job while she figured out what she wanted to do with her life. At twenty-four, she’d yet to settle on a pursuit. He’d given her so much happiness and security already, cooking a fantastic meal for him was the least she could do.

She devoured him with her gaze, as she loved to do. At twenty-eight years old, he was about as fit and fine as a man could be. He was athletic, favoring working out four or five times a week, and his tall, strong frame showed his dedication to fitness. His dreadlocks were always well groomed, framing the lines of his dark, handsome face like a flowing lion’s mane. Clean shaven except for a thick mustache, he had warm hazel eyes, a strong jaw, and the most kissable set of lips she’d ever seen.

He released her, running a hand over the thick, dark mass of his shoulder-length hair. “I’ll wash up, so we can eat.” He turned around, sidestepping past his bride to wash his hands in the kitchen sink. After he’d finished, and they loaded up their plates, they took them over to the dining table.

She set the stereo to play a cassette tape of smooth jazz Christmas songs, leaving the volume on low so they could talk. Then she sat two crystal goblets filled with sparkling white grape juice next to their plates and took a seat across from her husband at the table. 

Their new home in this quiet Carolina town was a three bedroom, one and a half bath brick ranch, built in 1975. It had a narrow galley kitchen but made up for it with a roomy breakfast nook. The four-person table they’d purchased was a little bigger than what they needed, but since they planned to have children, Paulina expected they’d get many years of good use out of it. 

They dug into their food. She looked his way, seeing the enthusiasm with which he ate, and felt pleased with herself. Her long afternoon in the kitchen had obviously been worth it.

“I wonder how cold it will be out tomorrow.” She washed down a bite of food with some of her juice. 

“We won’t be spending much time outside, so I suppose we’ll be all right.” He smiled as he reached across the table for her hand. “Besides, whenever I’m with you, I’m warm.”

She felt the corners of her mouth lifting and the heat filling her cheeks. He always knew what to say and do to make her feel like the most cherished woman in the world. 

They finished the rest of the meal in companionable silence. 

Wiping his mouth with his napkin, he smiled. “I’m about ready for something sweet.”

She was on her feet in a flash. “I’ll go slice up the cake.”

He shook his head, slid his chair back from the table. “That’s not what I meant.”

Her brow furrowed. Is he really turning down a slice of his favorite cake? “Huh?”

He grinned. “Just wait here, love.”

She did as he asked, watching him clear the table. After he’d returned from taking everything into the kitchen, he sat back down in his chair, leaving space between his seat and the table. 

He patted his palm on the tabletop. “Come here, baby. Sit down.”

She blinked a few times. They’d been married long enough for her to know what he intended. But coming from the strict Baptist upbringing her parents had provided, she still felt a little guilty about how much she enjoyed her husband’s affection. Being told from the cradle that anything that felt good was sinful could do that to a girl. 

He was as patient as ever. He didn’t press her, choosing instead to pat the tabletop again, and wait in calm silence for his bride to overcome her misgivings. 

She pushed aside the notion of pleasure being wrong, and, drawing a deep breath, walked over to his side of the table. He assisted her as she sat on the wooden surface, then he adjusted his chair to center himself between her legs. 

Running his palms up and down her bare legs, he asked softly, “Do you remember how we met, love?”

She nodded, feeling her legs tremble beneath his touch. “I brought Mama to the emergency room last November, when she broke her foot. You were in the x-ray suite that night.”

“Yes. And from the moment I saw you, I knew I wanted you, and only you.” He placed his palm beneath her left heel, placing a kiss on the inside of her leg as he lifted it over his shoulder.

The trembling intensified. 

“You were wearing this dress, with a pair of leggings and those brown boots,” he continued. “You were, and still are, the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.” He repeated his gesture on her right leg, tossing it over his over shoulder. “Did you remember what I said this morning, love?”

She nodded, feeling her sanity slip away as he traced lazy patterns along the inside of her thighs. “Yes, Jamari. No panties.”

He smiled. “Good girl. Now, let’s see about a reward.”

Her eyes closed as she felt him easing closer to her. His gentle fingers moved up the insides of her thighs, until he began lazily circling his fingertips over her clit. Her hips rose off the table, and she fell back, bracing on her elbows.

He moved one finger down, swirling it around her opening. 

“You’re running with honey, my love.”

She nearly died of pleasure as his finger slipped in, then out, then in and out again. “Jamari...oh...”

“I need to taste you.”

A moment later, his mouth joined his fingers. And as he treated her to a series of licks and sucks, she felt herself falling apart. One deep long suckle became her undoing, and she flew away on the wings of pleasure, screaming his name into the quiet of their home.

Her mind foggy with desire, she felt him moving her. She didn’t know what he was doing, and she didn’t care. But when she came to rest on his lap, and felt his hardness probing her slick channel, her awareness returned. Rolling her hips, she took in the full length of him and began to ride, letting the passion she felt for him take full control.

He groaned her name, burying his face in her chest and tightening his embrace. She caught handfuls of his locks, holding on as their bodies moved together. He lifted his powerful hips up to meet her as she came down on him, and finally, he came with a roar.

He stood then, still lodged within her. “I can never get enough of you, Paulina.”

She wrapped her legs around him, draped her arms over his shoulders, and let him carry her to their bed. 
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THE NEXT MORNING, PAULINA awakened to the quiet rumbling of Jamari’s snores. She lay in her bed, wrapped in his arms, both their bodies cocooned in the blankets. Beneath it all, they were both nude, and she reveled in the feel of his warm skin against her own. 

The sunlight filtered through the window blinds, casting lines of light on the carpet. She shifted a bit, freeing herself of his embrace, then the blankets. The air in the room seemed chilly compared to the comfortable warmth she’d just left, so she hurried to the bathroom.

A few moments later, she slipped back into bed.

He stirred then, coming awake and rolling onto his left side to face her. He stifled a long yawn, then looked at her with sleepy eyes. “Morning.”

She could feel herself blushing at the memories of last night’s thorough loving. “Good morning, honey.”

He kissed her on the forehead. “Did you sleep well?”

“After the way you wore me out? Of course, I did.”

He grinned. “Then I did my husbandly duties well.”

She brushed her fingertips over his jawline. “You are something else.”

“But you love me.”

Shaking her head at his silliness, she asked, “What time are we supposed to be at your parent’s house for dinner?” Jamari’s parents, Clive and Aurelia still lived in his childhood home in High Point.

“Not until about two.” He sat up, raising his arms high and wide in a stretch. “I wouldn’t rush too much, though. Dinner rarely happens on time back home.” 

“Still, I don’t want to be late.” She’d been to his parent’s home before, but this was the first time she would spend a major holiday with her in-laws. They’d spent Thanksgiving with her parents in Durham.

He leaned over and kissed her again, this time on the cheek. “Don’t worry. They love you just as much as I do.”

She smiled, taking in the masculine beauty of his body as he got out of bed and walked to the dresser. 

“Let’s go ahead and get some breakfast. We’ve got to go out.”

She stared at him, wondering what he meant. “Baby, it’s Christmas Day. Nothing’s open, except maybe the gas stations.”

He chuckled as he gathered clean clothes into his arms. “We have to go out, so I can give you your present.”

“I thought we agreed, no presents this year?” She stood then, walking over to where he stood. “Besides, having you for a husband is the best gift ever.”

“While I agree with your statement— “he winked— “I saw it, and I wanted you to have it. Don’t argue, wife.”

She sighed but smiled. “All right.” 

He went into the bathroom, closing the door behind him. When she heard the shower running, she put on her red silk robe, tied the belt, and headed for the kitchen.

By the time he came to the breakfast nook, fresh-smelling and dressed in a sweater and jeans, she’d finished their simple breakfast of pancakes, scrambled eggs, and crisp bacon.

After they’d eaten, she brought him a steaming ceramic mug. He inhaled some of the aroma and smiled. “What’s this?”

“A little something festive I whipped up. It’s dark roast coffee with a little cream. And I melted a little white chocolate in there and put in a little bit of crushed peppermint.” She clasped her hands together. “Well, taste it, and tell me what you think.”

He blew away some of the smoke, then took a cautious sip. His expression brightened. “It’s delicious, love.”

She squeaked with delight. “I’m glad you like it. And I hope I’m not annoying you with my experimentation.” She’d been bringing him hot beverage concoction of some kind about twice weekly for the duration of their marriage. She loved coffee, cocoa, and hot tea, and loved to see what new combinations she could come up with. The cold weather only made her want to try out more new recipes.

He shook his head. “No. I don’t mind at all.” Behind his soft smile, there was something in his smile, something she couldn’t quite read. “Now go on and get ready, so I can take you out.”

She nodded, then went off to shower and get ready for their mysterious excursion. Once she returned, dressed in a warm sweater, acid-washed jeans, and her winter boots. She noticed his trusty 35mm camera hanging from the woven strap around his neck. Soon, they both donned their hats, coats and gloves and went out to the car. 

The thirty-degree wind blasted across her face the moment she stepped outside, so she jogged to the car. Thankful that her husband had warmed up their four-door sedan while she got ready, she climbed inside the warm cabin and let her husband close her in. Once he was in the driver’s seat and they were both buckled up, he backed out of the driveway and got them underway.

As they moved down the road, she looked out the window. There were very few cars on the road, even fewer than a typical day in this tiny Piedmont town. The maples and oaks, their branches bare, stood silently among the towering, still-green pine, and spruce trees. Holiday lights burned along the eaves of homes, dim in the morning sun. Without taking her eyes off the passing scenery, she asked, “Are you going to tell me where we’re going?”

His answering chuckle was quickly followed by, “Nope.”

Shaking her head, she settled into the leather seat. Maybe if I just watch, I can figure it out.

She didn’t figure out anything, other than that they were on Climax Road, just beyond the downtown area. They’d been in town three months, but she knew this was the business district. She often came here to shop for food at Dunn Grocery, or grab supplies for the medicine cabinet at Phipps’ Pharmacy.  But none of those places was open today. So why were they here?

Her confusion increased as he pulled the car into the parking lot of the vacant building across the street from the flower shop. Pulling into a spot directly in front of the door, he put the car in park and looked at her.

She looked back, unsure of what he was up to. “Jamari, what’s going on?”

He pointed at the building. “Look at this place, Paulina. It’s perfect.”

She frowned, but did as he asked, taking in the sight of the non-descript, one-story brick building. It was charming in a way, with its green window shutters and the white lattice on either side of the entrance, but she still didn’t understand what was happening. “It’s a cute building, but I don’t...”

“It’s yours.” He reached for his camera, aiming it at her face.

Her eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

He snapped a couple of shots of her, then reached into the inner pocket of his heavy winter coat and extracted two silver keys. “Paulina. The building is yours.”

She blinked several times.

He smiled, took her hand in his, and pressed the keys into her gloved palm. “Baby, nobody makes coffee like you. Most people just slop it into a mug, toss in some sugar and milk, and chug it down so they won’t fall asleep at the wheel. But you...you make it an artform.”

She blinked again, this time to rid her eyes of the tears collecting there. “I...but...you mean...”

He placed his index finger over her lips. “The place was a foreclosure. I used part of my Christmas bonus, and some of our wedding money to buy it outright. It’s yours, baby.” He followed up his words by snapping another photo.

She released a sob. As much as she enjoyed coming up with her beverage concoctions, she would have never thought to make it a business. But now, holding the keys to her very own coffee shop, she realized how happy she was to be given a chance to do just that. “Jamari. God, I love you so much. So, so much.”

“I love you, too.” He kissed her on the lips. “Do you want to take a look at it?”

She nodded, brushing away her tears with gloved fingertips. “One question. How did you know to do this for me? I’ve been hemming and hawing ever since college, trying to figure out what to do with my life.”

He laughed. “It wasn’t that hard. You’ve got a business degree, and you love making coffee.”

She shook her head. “I’m just so stunned, so amazed at how insightful you are, and how well you know me.” 

He shrugged. “I think you would have figured it out eventually. Sometimes you just need a little push in the right direction.” He winked, then got out of the car. Appearing at the passenger side, he opened the door to let her out. “Now come on. Let’s go look at your coffee shop.”

Giddy with excitement, she took his extended hand.

They toured then interior together, and while she took in the layout and potential of the space, he documented it all with his camera. She imagined he’d used an entire roll of film, but she like the idea of him capturing these memories. 

Once they were done, she locked up and they returned to the car. He’d left it running, and she was glad for the warm escape from the brisk air. Once they were inside and underway, she couldn’t stop babbling about her plans.

“I’m going to have pastries, and cookies, and maybe pie. I’m not sure...pie can be a little involved. And I want to serve at least five kinds of tea, and three kinds of cocoa, and...”

He laughed. “You know I love you. But you are talking my ear off. All the planning doesn’t have to get done today, Paulina.”

She smiled. “Sorry. I’m just so excited.”

“I know, and I’m glad. Merry Christmas, Paulina.”

“Merry Christmas, Jamari.” 

With happiness in her heart, she turned back to the window to watch the frozen scenery.
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FEBRUARY 9, 1981

At ten AM sharp, on a crisp, clear winter morning, Paulina unlocked the door to Cool Beans. It was opening day, and she could hardly contain her excitement. As she flipped the sign to show the OPEN side, she drew a deep breath. Now, it’s official.

She walked around the space, checking for the umpteenth time to ensure that everything was in place. She’d been at the shop since seven, setting up for her customers. She passed each one of the twelve tables, inspecting them for any loose speck and straightening the chairs. Satisfied with that, she returned to the counter, looking at it from the customer’s side. She swept her gaze over the glass case on the countertop, observing the offerings inside. On display were brownies, chocolate chip cookies, two of her homemade coffee cakes, rice crispy treats, and croissants. Everything was artfully arranged on ceramic pedestals, and she loved the way the display had turned out.

She looked to the chalkboard menu, which she’d handwritten last night, and mounted high on the wall behind the counter. She’d used colored chalk to denote food, coffee, tea, and cocoa, each in a different color. Satisfied that it was clear and readable, she moved behind the counter. 

There, she checked on her coffee machines. Two machines were going, one brewing her favorite robust dark blend, and the other, a lighter breakfast style blend. An insulated tureen holding decaf sat nearby, as did the large dispenser holding hot water. Wicker baskets held her assortment of tea bags, as well as the cocoa powder, chocolate squares, and other supplies she used to make drinks. 

She took another deep breath. “Everything is ready.” She went to the stool behind her cash register and sat down, content to watch through her front windows until her first customer came in. 

She spent a good twenty minutes watching cars go up and down Climax Road before worry began to set in. Did I put out enough flyers? Did people remember today is opening day? Do people in this small town even care about fancy coffee drinks?

Thankfully, her progress toward full-blown panic was halted when a woman walked in. 

“Good morning.” Paulina stood from the stool. “Welcome to Cool Beans. What can I get started for you, ma’am?”

“Earl Grey with Lemon. Large, please.”

“Coming right up.” Moving around the space behind the counter, Paulina dispensed the hot water into one of her paper cups, then dropped in the tea bag.

“Anyway, wanted to introduce myself.” 

Paulina looked up. 

“Name’s Minnie Hughes. I own the flower shop across the street, and I wanted to come over here and welcome you to our little business district.”

A smile stretched Paulina’s lips. “Thank you, Minnie. I’m Paulina, and it’s nice to meet you.” She dropped a fresh lemon wedge into the cup. Then she fitted the plastic lid over the steaming tea, being sure to leave the flag out where it could be reached. Sliding a sleeve onto the cup, she handed it over the counter. “That will be $1.25, please.”

Minnie paid her bill with five quarters, and Paulina smiled as she slipped the money from her very first sale into the register. “Thanks for the tea, hon. And don’t be a stranger. You ever get a lull over here, you’re welcome to come hang out with me at my store.”

She nodded. “I’ll be sure to remember that.  Honey and sugar are over there on the sidebar if you’d like some.”

Minnie added some honey to her tea, then raised the cup in Paulina’s direction. “See you later.”

“Have a good day.”

With a wave, Minnie left. 

Over the course of the next two hours, Paulina met quite a few of her neighbors. First, there was Meagan Phipps, the pharmacist. She arrived with her precious little toddler, Quinn, in tow. The little girl, about a year old, wore a pink box approximately the same size as her head, and she babbled on as if holding a conversation with her mother. After Meagan left with her little darling and her medium peppermint cocoa, a few more of the town’s residents came and went. There were employees from both grocery stores-Dunn Grocery, which was few doors down, and Cole Foods, which was about two blocks away on the opposite side of the street- as well as folks passing through on their way in or out of town. 

She noticed a lot of the people coming in were mothers or fathers with young children in tow, and it tugged at her heart. She hoped to become a mother someday, and she knew Jamari wanted children as well. Their marriage was still so young, it was younger than some of the children she met. She thought at this point, it was best to wait, until both her fledgling business and her husband’s career were on solid footing. She knew when the time was right, fate would smile on them, and give them the happy, healthy baby they wanted.

Around half past twelve, the bell over the door rang. Looking up from her magazine, Paulina smiled as she saw Jamari enter. Clad in his blue scrubs and lab coat, he carried a dozen fresh pink roses in his arms. “Happy opening day, my love.”

She smiled, walking over to meet him. “Oh, honey. You didn’t have to do this. But they’re beautiful.” 

“Almost as lovely as you.” He kissed her on the cheek.

Taking the cut crystal vase from him, she positioned the flowers on the counter between her pastry display case and the cash register. “I’m going to keep them right here, and tell anyone who’ll listen that I have the best husband in the world.”

His grin gave away his pleasure at her statement. “I can’t stay, honey. I’ve got to grab a sandwich and get back to the ER. But I wanted to stop by and let you know I love you, and I’m proud of you.” He slipped his camera from his front pocket. “Let me get a shot of my baby on opening day.”

She rested her hand on the counter, smiling while he pressed the shutter a few times. Then he nodded, and tucked the camera away. 

Returning to him, she let her enfold him in his embrace. “I love you too. Thank you for being you, Jamari.”

He kissed her forehead. “I don’t know how to be anyone else.” With another parting kiss, he waved and left. 

After he left, she returned to the stool behind the counter and spent a few moments admiring the flowers. He really is a wonderful husband.

The bell rang again, and she was back on her feet in a flash, ready to serve her next customer.

The afternoon seemed to rush by, as she handled the orders of another dozen or more folks who came in. She got a brief reprieve around one-thirty and used that time to eat the sandwich and potato chips she’d brought for lunch. By the time she’d tossed her potato chip bag, another customer had come in. 

By four-fifteen, she was exhausted. She was due to close at four-thirty, and hour she’d chosen so she could get home in time to make dinner for Jamari. Seeing how busy the shop had been on its first day, she reasoned that she might have to adjust her schedule. She’d probably open earlier rather than close later, but she’d iron that out later. 

Someone entered then, and she looked to the door. A man held the door open as a woman, carrying a baby, walked inside. The pair looked vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place them.

“Doreen, I wish you had stayed in the car with him.” The man whispered to the woman.

Paulina watched them. Don’t they know I can hear them?

“I wanted to see the inside, and he can’t stay in the car by himself,” came the woman’s flip response. Looking toward the counter, she approached. “Hello, I’m Doreen Dunn, and this is my husband George. We own the grocery store a few doors down.”

So that’s where I know them from. Paulina smiled. “It’s nice to meet you both. I’m Paulina.” She looked at the baby, whose tiny face was barely visible through the flap of his little blue snowsuit. “And who’s this handsome young man?”

“This is Nicholas, our pride and joy.” George beamed. “Just turned five months old.”

“He’s precious.” And he was. “So, what can I get for you?”

Doreen tapped her chin. “Let me try this dark chocolate mint cocoa. In small, please. Trying to keep my figure intact, you know.”

Paulina nodded. “Sure. And for you?”

“I’ll take a black coffee, and a slice of coffee cake. Everything’s to go.”

“You got it.” Paulina set to work packaging up their order, ignoring the sound of Doreen fussing at her husband about how he needed to watch his sugar intake. Once she had everything packed up, and they’d paid, they left, still bantering. Paulina shook her head. They were quite a pair, and she imagined she’d be seeing a lot of them, since they were so close by. 

At four thirty, she turned her sign around and locked the door with a smile. Her first day had been a success.
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APRIL 10, 1986

As she drove down Mapleview Lane, Paulina smiled at the sound coming from her backseat. Her four-year-old son, Amir, loved to give what she and Jamari referred to as “backseat concerts.” Amir was in rare form this morning as he half-shouted, half-sung an enthusiastic rendition of “The Wheels on the Bus.” Even though his singing effectively drowned out the R&B on her favorite radio station, she couldn’t help but be delighted by his exuberance. 

She pulled off the road and into the driveway at Mary’s Little Angels, and cut the engine. The dashboard clock read seven forty-three, and she needed to get Amir settled in with Mary, so she could get over to the coffee shop. She got out of the car, gathered her little performer and his bookbag, and went inside. 

Once they entered the door, Amir tucked his bookbag dutifully into his cubby. Paulina spoke to Mary and her twenty-something year old daughter, Tiffany. Then, Paulina stooped down, running her hand over his close-trimmed hair. “Amir, I want you to be good, okay? Mind your teacher.” It was the same thing she told him every day, but children his age needed plenty of reminders. 

“’K, Mama.” He leaned in, giving her a damp kiss on the cheek before running off to the play area.

Shaking her head, she watched him sit down amongst a scattered pile of blocks. After a brief chat with Mary, Paulina left, headed for the coffee shop.

By some miracle, she opened the shop promptly at eight. The first hour was busy, as had become the pattern of things. Folks headed into the city for work would often stop by on their way down Climax Road. Paulina had several regulars now, including folks who also worked in the business district. 

Nine-thirty brought the first slowdown in traffic coming into the coffee shop, so Paulina sat down on the stool behind the desk to catch her breath. The phone next to the register rang, and she answered. “Thanks for calling Cool Beans, this is Paulina.”

“Hi, love. How are things in the glamorous world of coffee?”

She grinned. “Hi, Jamari. Everything’s fine here. How is your day going?”

“Pretty great, actually. That’s why I called.”

Her eyes lit up as she anticipated what he’d say next. “Oh, honey. You got the job?”

“I sure did. You are now speaking with the assistant director of radiology for Our Lady of Peace Hospital.”

“Jamari, that’s wonderful! I’m so proud of you, honey.”

“Thanks, dear. The best part is that I’ll finally have regular hours. No more odd shifts in the ER.”

She sighed. “That’s going to be perfect. Now that Amir’s getting older, you’ll be able to spend more quality time with him.” Knowing her husband, she suspected her two guys would be up to shenanigans in no time. 

“I can’t stay on the phone long, Paulina. But I wanted to let you know I got the job, and that I love you.”

“I love you, too, Jamari. See you at home tonight. I’ll make something great.”

“I can’t wait.” 

She hung up the phone then and got on her feet to do a little victory dance. Jamari had finally gotten his dream position at the hospital, and that could only mean more stability for their little family. Now that her coffee shop was solidly in the black, she knew it was time to start increasing their contribution to Amir’s college fund. She didn’t want him burdened with debt in seeking his education. 

She was mid-flail when Minnie walked in. 

Minnie giggled. “Let me guess. Jamari got the promotion.”

Paulina shimmied toward her friend. “Yep. Better pay, better hours, the whole kit and caboodle.”

Minnie shook her head. “Well, congratulations, girl. But do you think you can stop celebrating long enough to get me my Earl Grey?”

Paulina laughed. “Anything for a friend.”
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MARCH 30, 1994

Paulina sat on the sofa, looking at the wall. The gallery that Jamari had made from the photographs he’d taken over the years provided a much better view than the gray, drizzly day outside their window. She let her watery eyes sweep over the images he’d placed there. She saw the photos of her face when he’d given her the coffee shop, and her smiling behind the counter on her first day of business. There were also photos of their son Amir’s first days of school, from preschool, all the way to the sixth grade one taken just a few months ago. Mixed in were shots of them on anniversaries, birthdays, at family gatherings, and more. 

It had been four days since her mother-in-law Aurelia had died from a massive heart attack. And in those three days, she’d seen the twinkle leave her husband’s eyes. It also marked the first time she’d ever seen him cry, and the sight had shattered her heart. Losing his mother had changed him in ways she probably couldn’t imagine, but she didn’t hold that against him. All she wanted to do was love him through this trying time. 

She sighed, smoothing her hand over the front of her long sleeved black dress. In keeping with the somber mood of the day, she wore very little makeup and understated pearl studs as her only jewelry. 

Footsteps sounded on the hardwood floor, and she turned her head to see Amir, all but stomping across the room. Dressed in his best black suit, white shirt and black tie, his face was stuck in a rather unpleasant grimace. As he flopped down in the armchair on the opposite side of the coffee table from where she sat, Paulina watched him. “Do you want to talk, Amir?”

He said nothing, choosing to fold his arms over his perceived chest instead.

She shook her head. Lately, her son seemed like a completely different child. Even before the tragedy that had led to this day, Amir had started to change. He’d gone from a sweet, loving child to a quiet, angsty young man in a matter of months. She knew puberty came on around this age, but somehow, she’d hoped it would hold off just a bit longer. 

Jamari entered the room then, and she turned her attention away from their sullen son. Standing, she went to her husband’s side. He was dressed similarly to Amir, and his red rimmed eyes gave away both his sadness and his exhaustion. 

She clasped his hand in her own, gave it a squeeze. “Jamari, I’m here for you.”

He managed a crooked half smile. “I know, and I thank God that you are.”

She pulled him into her arms then, holding him tight. He returned her embrace. She said nothing, content to hold him close to her heart. She hoped the love radiating from her could salve his pain.

He stepped back. “We need to get to the church. You ready?”

She nodded. Grabbing her wide brimmed black hat from the sofa, she put it on. With her purse in hand, she gestured for Amir. 

Jamari held open the front door, and the three of them walked out into the gray day.
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AUGUST 17, 2000

With a bag of groceries in the crook of her arm, Paulina fit her key into the lock. When she turned it, she stepped into the shadowy interior of the house. “Ugh. Why didn’t he leave the light on for me?” She maneuvered around, trying not to drop the bag, until she flipped the switch to the right of the door.

As light flooded the room, a bunch of folks jumped up and yelled, “Surprise!”

A stunned Paulina promptly dropped the bag on the floor, effectively destroying the dozen eggs inside. She glanced around the living room, seeing all the familiar faces there. In the center of it all, Jamari stood, smiling. 

He walked over, placed a kiss on her cheek. “Happy twentieth anniversary, my love.”

The room erupted into applause, and she found herself fighting back tears. “But baby, our anniversary isn’t until next week.”

“I know. But as the years go by, you become harder and harder to surprise.” He winked. “Come on in. Now that you’re here, the party can get started.”

She shook her head, but let her husband lead her around the room to mingle with their guests. There were some of his co-workers from the hospital, as well as their neighbors from along Riverton Street. Even Doreen and George Dunn were there.

Jamari had gone all out, and the catered surf and turf meal with baked potatoes and Caesar salad was delicious. The dessert was, of course, red velvet cake. On the top of the cake were candles in the shape of the number twenty, and when they blew them out, they got a standing ovation from their friends. 

Late that night, when everyone had gone home, Paulina snuggled up to Jamari on the couch. The shadows enveloped the room, with the only light coming from the fireplace. “This was a great night. Thank you for putting this together, honey.”

“Anything for my love.” He gave her shoulder a squeeze.  “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself. It was a lot of fun.”

“Anything, you say?” She didn’t bother to hide the teasing in her tone.

“Is there something else you want?”

She drew a deep breath, hoping her request wouldn’t ruin the mood. “Do you think you’ll be ready to retire from the hospital anytime soon?”

He sighed. “I don’t know, Paulina. They need me around there. I’m running the radiology department for the entire hospital system now. That’s three campuses.”

She cringed. “I know you’re an integral part of the staff. But don’t you think your assistant could take over? She’s very competent.”

“I agree with you on that. But I still can’t just up and leave.”

She nodded. “I know. All I’m asking is that you start putting things in place. We’re on great footing financially, so that’s not really an issue anymore. And with Amir gone off to school now... I don’t know. It just feels...different.”

“You miss him too, huh?”

“Every day. And he’s only been gone three weeks.” They’d sent Amir off to Johnson C. Smith to study biology at the beginning of the month, and even though her work at the coffee shop kept her busy, she missed her only child. “I know he’s technically grown now, but he’s always going to be my little prince.”

He squeezed her shoulder again. “Same here. Just don’t let him hear you say that, or we’ll never hear the end of it.”

She chuckled, despite her melancholy.

“Paulina, I hear you. And I promise to start considering my options for retirement. All I ask is that you be patient with me. Okay?”

“Okay.” She lifted her face up for his kiss.

When he eased away, his eyes locked with hers. “What do you say we go celebrate this milestone anniversary the right way?”

She smiled up at him. “What did you have in mind?”

“Oh, a little of this, a little of that.” He stood and scooped her up in his arms. “Let me show the benefits of having an empty nest.”

She grabbed his hand and followed him down the hall. 
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DECEMBER 10, 2014

Just past five in the evening, Paulina sat down on the stool behind the counter inside the coffeeshop. Dusk settled outside, casting shadows over the buildings and trees to herald the coming night. With a mug of tea in hand, she sat, enjoying the quiet and the festive holiday decorations put up by her neighbors in the business district. Some of them had kept it simple, like Phipp’s Pharmacy’s white lights around their front windows. Minnie, by contrast, had gone full-on Griswold, draping lights over ever available square inch of the flower shop.

Paulina had put up a six-foot tree in the corner between the condiment station and the door, decorated with white lights, gold ornaments, and red velvet bows. A single strand of icicle lights hung along the roofline outside, put up for her by her son Amir at the end of November. 

The bell rang, and Vivian Dunn-Oaks entered. Bundled in her winter coat, she was wearing her son Jackson in a baby sling. “Hey, Paulina.”

Paulina stood, smiling. “Hi, sweetheart. How have you been?”

“Busy, as you can see.” She gestured toward her sleeping son. “Wes is working late tonight, so I need a little pick-me-up. Can you help me out?”

“I sure can. The usual?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Vivian walked close to the counter and stood, bouncing the baby while she waited for her drink.

Paulina went about fixing Vivian’s usual, a medium roast coffee with cream, caramel, and a white chocolate square. It was off-menu, but she loved to keep her customers happy. After all, they’d kept her little coffeeshop in business for nearly twenty-five years. 

After Vivian paid, Paulina handed over the drink. Closing the cash in the register, she remarked, “Seeing little Jack just reminds me of those days when Amir was that age.” Her son was over thirty now, but as she’d told Jamari, Amir would always be her little prince.

Vivian smiled. “If you’re feeling nostalgic one weekend, you’re welcome to babysit.”

“I might take you up on that.” She laughed. At her age, a few hours with a baby would probably run her ragged. 

Vivian waved as she left, and the coffee shop’s interior became quiet once again. 

Paulina leaned against the counter. She’d spent a good portion of today in reflection. That feeling seemed to hit her every year around this time, and she found herself thinking back over her life. She’d had thirty-nine beautiful, crazy years with Jamari, before an intoxicated wrong way driver on I-85 had snatched him out of her life. That day, five years ago, she’d become a widow, and she didn’t know if she’d ever get used to a life without her husband. Still, the memories of everything they’d shared kept her warm on cold nights like this. She reached beneath the counter, opening the book she kept there. It was her old accounting book, holding the figures from her first year in business. Pressed in between the cover and the first page were the petals of six pink roses. She’d carefully dried them, and even though they’d faded and wrinkled over the years, they were still just as beautiful to her as they day she’d received them. 

She smiled at the memories, then closed the book. 

Her mind turned to how much she valued were her neighbors. They weren’t just her customers, they were like family. Twenty-plus years of serving them, of watching their families grow, and seeing their children become adults with children of their own, had solidified their place in her heart. While she missed Jamari fiercely, she never really felt lonely, because she had the entire town of Climax Creek as a support system. She enjoyed chatting with them, hearing about their lives, and sharing stories of her own. She could retire at any time and sell the shop off to a new owner. But she knew she would keep running Cool Beans for as long as she was able. 
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