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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 the tip of her nose, before startling her serene moment with the sound of his voice.

“Can I help with coffee mugs?”

She opened her eyes to see his beautiful face glowing, his eyes twinkling and shining down toward hers. In that instant, she was flooded not only with raging lust, but an indescribable sense of being wrapped in a warm blanket of love while a fire burned deep inside. She continued to be lost for words, and again, could only nod. She pointed to the cupboard behind her. He leaned in close as he reached to pull down two mugs; her nose filling with his amazing cologne. She realized that her hands were still on his chest, his heart beating strongly beneath her touch, and she awkwardly let them fall to her sides. Breathing deeply, she stepped past him and opened her fridge to grab the milk.

“I don’t have any cream. I hope that’s okay?" Her voice was shaky, and she smiled at the effect this beautiful man was having on her.

“Milk is fine. Does this machine have a drip stop thingy if I pull the pot out before it’s done brewing?” he asked.

“Yup,” she managed as she bent down in front of the open refrigerator door, allowing the cool air to settle upon her heated skin as she worked on regaining her composure.

“Sugar?” he asked.

She stood up with the milk in hand and closed the fridge door. “There on the counter,” she pointed as she fumbled with the drawer that held her spoons.

Juliette was thankful that Miles carried the two mugs into the living room. Her hands were still feeling a bit shaky, and she wouldn’t be as embarrassed when a cookie slid off the plate as she would be dropping an entire mug of coffee. She was relieved when she successfully reached the coffee table without losing a single Oreo. Miles sat down on her couch with his legs crossed in front of him facing Juliette, and so she did the same.

“So, some ground rules...” he began. “I didn’t come here expecting anything from you so when you’re ready to kick me out, just say the word and I’ll go." She nodded.

He blew across the top of his coffee before taking a sip. “Hey, this is really good.”

Juliette smiled. “It’s my favorite blend.”

They sat quietly, sipping their coffee, before Miles’ voice again floated across the air. “I hope my cologne doesn’t bother you. I’ve never worn it before, but when I talked to my sister earlier today, she told me I had to try it. I don’t know if I put on too much.”

She sighed. “It’s perfect,” she said softly. “It’s also my favorite.”

“Really? Then I’m glad I listened to my sister,” he smiled.

Juliette’s home phone rang. Her answering machine, sitting on top of the lamp table beside the couch, quickly picked up.

“Hey, this is Jules. I can’t take your call right now...” her voice echoed loudly into the room from the machine.

“Are you going to grab it?” he asked, holding her gaze.

She shook her head slowly, staring into his deep, green eyes. After the beep, Chris’ voice filled the living room.

“Hey Jules. I tried your cell but I got a weird message, so I didn’t leave a voicemail. I hope you haven’t crashed already, I mean, it’s only ten thirty on a Friday night, and I hope my voice booming through your apartment isn’t disturbing your sleep. If so, I’M SO SOOOORRRRRYYY! Just letting you know that I kicked Captain Dickhead out of my apartment a little while ago. Jeez Jules, the guy is just so fucked. But I’m going to confess to your machine, so I don’t have to see that look on your face tomorrow; I sort of fucked him first. Then I kicked him out. Ha ha ha ha...”

Juliette’s eyes flew open, and she held her hand over her mouth as she listened. Chris wouldn’t be fazed in knowing someone else was listening, but Juliette was embarrassed that Miles was getting an earful of her friend.

“You should have seen the look on his face! Fucking priceless! Anyway, it’s a bit of a tale and your machine won’t let me talk forever, so give me a shout in the morning and let me know what time you’re heading to the hospital. Visiting hours start at one and they’ll be getting a room on the tenth floor. Sweet dreams, chicky!”

Juliette chuckled under her hand as Chris hung up, and the soft sound of Jeff Buckley singing in the background returned to owning the air waves.

“Wow!” Miles mouthed silently, adding, “Chris seems like quite the fireball.”

“Yeah, I’m so sorry. She tends to have a bit of a mouth on her when she’s upset, or excited...or bored...or happy..." Jules smiled apologetically. “I can’t believe she slept with him first,” she added, shaking her head and turning her attention back to her coffee.

“Sounds like the guy deserved it,” Miles shrugged. “He treated her like shit; it only makes sense that he receives some of that back.”

“Ah, so you’re a supporter of the whole revenge concept,” Juliette smiled, holding the warm mug between her hands.

“Not at all. Just fair play,” he mused.

“So, you think she was right to fuck him and then kick him out?” she asked.

“Nice vodka mouth on you!” he laughed. “It isn’t something I would personally do, but I can understand why she was motivated to do it,” he answered, smiling.

He kept his gaze fixed on hers as he took a few more sips of coffee. She tried to match his stare, but his eyes seemed to see right through her. She knew he had won again as she looked away, smiling lightly and focusing instead on his arm resting across his legs; his watch dimly reflecting the little bit of light in the room, and his hand sitting lightly on his shin. She could tell he was still watching her. She could feel him looking at her. And she felt the heat within her beginning to rise again. She glanced up and saw the desire in his eyes, holding them on her own. She liked that he was looking at her that way. She swallowed, hoping to clear her throat.

“I’ve never met anyone like you,” he said softly. “There’s something really special about you.”

“Oh yeah?”

“I mean, besides the fact that you’re beautiful and smart, interesting, caring..." He looked shyly down at his mug. “You have the cutest nose ever. You laugh at my stupid jokes. And you seem to care about who I really am; not the definition of me in terms of the label inside my clothes, or my car, or address, or what I do.”

She shrugged as she smiled. “All those things don’t guarantee that you are a good person...”

He smiled, nodding in agreement as he glanced back at her. “I’m rambling. What I’m trying to say is… I feel like I’ve waited a long time to meet you.”

“Do you want to kiss me again?” she whispered.

“Very much,” he whispered back.

He removed her mug from her fingers and set it down, along with his, on the coffee table in front of the couch, before sliding closer to her until their knees touched. His eyes again met hers, and she quickly fell back into the deep green pools that led to his soul. He slowly traced the side of her face, her skin dancing with fire under his touch. He rested his hand lightly behind her neck, softly tracing a line up and down her skin.

“Juliette, you have really done something to me,” he whispered.

She smiled and slid closer still, resting her crossed knees on top of his. “Likewise,” she whispered in response.

He leaned forward and held his mouth near hers while his fingers slowly traced the line of her neck, across her shoulder, and down along her side. She rested her hands on his hips, hooking her thumbs into the belt loops of his jeans. She closed her eyes and floated in his scent, waiting for his lips to touch her.

“Are you sure?” he whispered. “Because this might be a really good time if you want me to leave...”

“Yes,” she whispered in reply as his fingers traced along her spine.

His lips lightly floated across hers before moving to her neck, tasting her and kissing her. She didn’t think that she could melt any further under his touch, but she did. She turned her head until she found his ear and tugged his lobe briefly into her mouth before whispering that he should follow her. She took his hand, smiling into his eyes, and led him down the short hallway to her bedroom.

Standing next to the bed, she slowly unbuttoned her blouse and allowed it to fall open before gently tugging his borrowed tie loose and sliding it slowly from around his neck. He smiled warmly as she grabbed the hem of his sweater and pulled it over his head. Just as she had suspected, his torso was a spectacular display of perfectly sculpted muscles. As she brushed her hands across his chest, she marveled at the firmness under her fingers. He slipped his hands under her blouse and slowly caressed it off her shoulders, allowing it to fall to the floor at her feet before pulling her in close and pressing his bare skin against hers. With a softness that was electrifying at the same time, he gazed lovingly down into her eyes as he lowered her to the bed, eagerly finding her lips with his own. Their hands quickly traveled over each other’s bodies, releasing the remaining clothing that was keeping them apart, and tossing all of it onto the floor.

“You make me feel so alive, Juliette,” he whispered in her ear as he pulled her in tightly.

For hours, he put her memories of sex with Miguel to shame. Miguel was but a boy compared to Miles. He introduced her to the most beautiful, tender, exciting, and soul shaking sex that she had ever experienced. And it wasn’t just sex. He made love to her. He made her feel beautiful, wanted, desired, and needed. He touched her soul as had never happened before, taking her to such heights of excitement that she thought she might never return to earth. Jeff Buckley sang “Hallelujah” through the speakers in the living room, while she and Miles did the same in the bedroom. When they were finally exhausted, and she drifted off to sleep tucked perfectly and comfortably into his strong yet gentle arms, she found herself blissfully happy and satisfied; never before feeling so at peace and thoroughly loved.

They giggled in the open doorway of her apartment, kissing and hesitating to let go of each other. Twelve hours ago, Juliette would have never imagined that she would be in the arms of the man of her dreams in the morning, and that this man would be just as intoxicated by her as she was by him. She hated that she had things to do, that he had things to do, and that they had to be apart for the day. He was dressed and ready to leave while she still needed to jump in the shower before heading off to the hospital to visit Jen, and hopefully her new baby. She knew that her phone would start ringing any time with Chris tracking her down, wanting to confirm plans. Juliette was excited to share her news but didn’t want to let go of him. She suddenly felt that she would be incomplete on her own.

“You have a long day ahead of you,” he finally said quietly, his tone hesitating. “I really should go so you can focus on what you need to.”

She sighed, knowing he was right, and walked backwards into the hall to pull him out of her apartment; even though that was the last thing she wanted to do. She turned sadly and pressed the elevator call button just as Mrs. Stayner, the elderly busybody who lived next door, stepped out into the hallway. She glanced in Juliette’s direction and then focused on locking her door.

“Good morning,” Juliette smiled toward her neighbor, embarrassed that she was only dressed in her robe.

Mrs. Stayner ignored the greeting. She was likely pissed off at the noise coming through the walls all evening.

“We’re sorry if we disturbed you last night,” Juliette smiled, looking over her shoulder to acknowledge Miles, who had suddenly disappeared back into her apartment.

Mrs. Stayner ignored her.

“Excuse me,” she said to Mrs. Stayner as she, too, stepped back inside her apartment. “Miles?” she called.

“I’ve lost my watch, babe,” he called from the bedroom.

“Did you just call me babe?” she asked in reaching the doorway to see him fluffing the bedding.

He winked and smiled at her. “It must have fallen off, but I can’t find it.”

“I can look for it when I get home,” she offered, grateful for a reason that ensured she would see him again.

“Thanks, babe!” he winked again, pulling her in for a final, warm embrace. “Listen. I’m sorry you were at The White Peacock last night, alone, but I’m glad Jen went into labor and Chris’ jerk showed up at the last minute, and we were able to meet." His voice was sober.

“Me, too!” she smiled, adding, “I just wish you weren’t leaving already.”

He rubbed her back. “Be strong.”

She chuckled. Yeah, strength was not something she had a lot of this morning. She walked him back to the door just in time for the elevator’s arrival in the hall. Miles kissed her quickly on the tip of her nose and jumped inside next to Mrs. Stayner. He waved to her as the doors closed, standing next to the older woman who was doing her best to ignore the strange man she had to share her ride with. Juliette could just imagine the talk that would be going on in the laundry room later that day. “That hussy in three-oh-five had a man spend the night and you should have heard the noise coming through the walls!" Maybe Miles would make friends with Mrs. Stayner on the way down and she wouldn’t be so cold the next time Juliette saw her.

She closed her door and locked it, picking up her purse from the hall table. Chris had said something was wonky with her cell phone; she was curious to check it out. Her eyes glanced over the newspaper that had been sitting under her purse; the one that Miles had carried in from the hallway last night. A small picture of him caught her attention, and she moved her keys out of the way to read the bold headline.

“MacDermott Publishing House Donating $2 Million to Children’s Hospital”

She pulled the paper out from under her keys and looked at the photo, reading the caption that was printed underneath.

“Miles MacDermott is seen in this undated photo.”

Wow, he had not mentioned this at all! She remembered their conversation at the bar; that if people understated who they were when they met someone new, then the truth would be surprisingly so much better. He must have known this article was in the paper when he carried it inside last night. He would have seen it. He set the paper down with his picture staring straight up, yet he didn’t brag about it or draw her attention to it. He just left it there for her to discover on her own. Juliette found herself very impressed. Staring at his picture, she couldn’t help but beam with happiness. She pictured herself introducing him to Jen and Chris.

“Yeah, he’s all that and he’s gorgeous too!” she would say proudly.

She smiled once again at the handsome photo of Miles before tucking her purse under her arm so she could read the whole article.

_____

BOSTON – MacDermott Publishing House CEO Wayne MacDermott says the successful publishing company is donating two million dollars to help fund the expansion and modernization of the Pediatric Transplant Center at Boston Children’s Hospital planned for next spring.

This is MPH’s largest donation to date. The company has also been an active participant in Boston University’s Intergenerational Literacy Program since its inception in 1989.

“We are simply a family run publishing house and have always looked to help the children, and their families, within our community,” said MacDermott during yesterday’s press conference organized by Boston Children’s Hospital. “But this donation is the result of a special project very dear to my nephew’s heart. He spent considerable time encouraging the company to work toward a goal of two million dollars. It took us until now, but we finally achieved that goal.”

The company apparently began their climb toward this goal over five years ago by pledging a percentage of the profit earned from each book sale. “It fills my heart with joy in knowing that we finally fulfilled Miles’ dream on what would have been his thirty-first birthday, but at the same time, I am filled with sadness that he could not be here with us to hand over the check personally,” MacDermott said.

Company founder and former CEO Robert MacDermott, 58, his wife, Cathy MacDermott, 55, along with two of their children, twins Miles and Melissa, 28, were found murdered in their family home over Easter weekend almost three years ago. Their third child, Derek MacDermott, 33, is presently serving a life sentence in Colorado’s ADX Florence prison after being found guilty of all four murders in April of this year. Motivation for murdering his family was never determined by investigators or uncovered during his trial. Robert, Cathy, Derek, and Miles MacDermott had all been employed by MacDermott Publishing House. Melissa MacDermott had been employed by a local restaurant, The White Peacock, at the time of the murders and had no ties to the family-run publishing company.

_____

Juliette felt a pounding in her chest as if an earthquake was building momentum, and she was the epicenter. She was very confused. As the color drained from her face, she read the article again, clutching her purse. She didn’t understand. There had to be some sort of mistake. She looked at the picture of Miles MacDermott. It was definitely her Miles; there was no doubt. He had the same perfectly styled hair, the same warm, welcoming eyes, and that beautiful smile that had looked down on her as they had lain in bed together, making love well into the wee hours of the night. Her emotions slammed into her all at once in a chaotic frenzy, and as the ground beneath her began to feel unsteady, she crumpled to the floor, staring at the newspaper in her hands. She fought for breath as the sound of her heart pounding in her ears became louder and louder, and the muscles in her chest tightened around her lungs. The paper slipped out of her fingers and slid down her knees to the floor in front of her.

She hugged her purse over her heart as if it were a favorite teddy bear; the same way she used to comfort herself as a child. She couldn’t turn away; she couldn’t stop staring at the black and white image of the man she had fallen in love with the night before. Her hands felt clammy as she balled the fabric of the purse tightly with her fingers. Nausea began to build in her stomach. She jumped at the sudden sound of her phone ringing in the living room, but she couldn’t make her body move to answer it. She felt frozen in place staring at the printed picture of Miles. Chris’ voice quickly echoed inside her empty apartment.

“Jules, I need you to call me, please! Call me as soon as you get this!”

She glanced at the article and watched as words seemed to jump off the page toward her; “found murdered in their family home”...“guilty of all four murders”...“at the time of the murders”...“would have been his thirty-first birthday”...“murdered”. Her brain swirled in a vortex of confusion. Miles is dead? It was impossible. He was very alive last night. He sat at the bar beside her. He drank his beer and chatted with Sharon, the bartender. He managed to get a tie from one of the suits. He came home with her. They drank coffee... He just left in the elevator with Mrs. Stayner... The newspaper is lying! It has to be a mistake. It must be a misprint.

Juliette stumbled to her feet and walked carefully into her living room, still clutching her purse. She glanced at the coffee table. Two mugs of partially drunken coffee sat on the low table in front of the couch, along with the untouched plate of Oreo cookies. Her Jeff Buckley case lay open on top of her CD player. She started to shake, tears flooding her vision. I am not going crazy; she told herself firmly as she walked through her memories. She touched him. He put on the music. He drank her coffee. She kissed him. She slept with him, curled up in his arms. Not even an hour ago, she was naked in her bed enjoying the best morning sex she had ever known. But he’s been dead for almost three years; her mind tried to remind her as she felt herself being swallowed by a tidal wave of panic. She raced into the bathroom, threw up into the toilet, and then curled up on the cold bathroom floor, hugging her purse until she was certain the nausea had passed.

After splashing water on her face, she stumbled into her bedroom and glanced around the room. The clothes she had peeled off the night before still lay strewn on the floor. She tossed her purse onto her dresser. She hadn’t imagined it; it had really happened. He had really been there. She was not just waking up from some strange walking dream state. She had been awake at the bar. She talked to Craig and Chris. She had met Miles. They had walked back to her place. They had slept together. He had kissed her goodbye on the nose only a few moments earlier. But he’s been dead for almost three years! Impossible, her heart screamed inside of her chest!

She crawled onto her bed, wrapping her blankets around her. She inhaled the smell of his cologne from her pillow as she clutched it to her chest. The sweet smell flooded her mind with memories of the night before. It had been real. It had been real. It had been real. She felt like Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz, just wanting to get back home to reality from the nightmare that had suddenly sliced through her peaceful bliss. If it hadn’t been real, her pillow would not still smell of him, she argued with herself. Her phone rang in the living room once again. She could hear Chris’ voice echoing as she left another message.

“Jules, you need to answer the phone right now. You need to talk to me. I need to know you’re okay; that you got home okay last night. Please answer the phone! Jules? C’mon, hun, pick up the phone. Jules! I’m not messing around! Shit Jules, pick up the fucking phone! ...”

But Juliette couldn’t move. She didn’t want to talk to anyone right now. She couldn’t explain this. She didn’t understand any of it. What was she going to say? That she slept with a dead guy last night? That she had fallen for a guy who was murdered by his brother almost three years ago? They’d have an ambulance at her door in seconds, hauling her away to the psych ward at Mass General! And maybe that’s where she needed to go. Maybe she needed help. Maybe she needed to be medicated. The room was spinning, her heart was pounding, and her stomach felt like it had been turned inside out. She covered her ears to block Chris’ voice, booming at her from the other room.

“Jules, call me the instant you get my message. Shit, maybe you’re in the shower. Call me! Now! Right away!”

Unavailable men. Unattainable men. That was her problem. That was the mistake she was destined to make over and over again, it seemed. But Miles was the worst kind of unavailable man there was; he didn’t even exist! He wasn’t even real! He was dead. He was a ghost. She had sex with a ghost. She felt like her mind was going to split open. Less than an hour ago, she had been lying in his arms in her bed, and now, he was a figment of her imagination? She pulled her pillows closer; hugging them tightly, and as she moved her hand under the billowy softness, her fingers traveled over something cold and hard. She grabbed the small object and pulled it out into the open, catching her breath in seeing that it was Miles’ silver watch. She looked at it through her tears, turning it over and reading the inscription. She pulled the pillow even closer and clenched the watch in her hand as she buried her face in her pillow and sobbed. When the sun moved and began to stream in her window onto her face, she pulled the covers over her head to block out the world and continued to drench her pillow with her tears.

When she finally couldn’t cry any more, her mind started to churn, searching desperately for a rational explanation that proved she wasn’t insane. She finally settled on a scenario that seemed to be the most plausible. If Miles MacDermott of MacDermott Publishing was dead, then the guy who was in her bed all night long was not Miles MacDermott. The guy who was spouting rhetoric about being appreciated for who he really was, and about truth and honesty, was actually an asshole throwing out lines to deceive her. He was probably just some guy who realized that he looked a lot like the deceased Miles MacDermott and used the dead guy’s story to pick up women in order to get laid. He was a master player with the perfect cover. He could dazzle women, talking his way into their beds, and then not worry about them tracking him down the next day because the real Miles MacDermott was dead. He was the worst predator out there and she had just been royally duped by the biggest asshole ever! She screamed in shame and anger under her blankets.

But she did have the jerk’s number. He had called her on her cell to ask her out on a proper date. His name and number had flashed on her call display. It had said she was receiving a call from Miles MacDermott, but now she knew that this low life had set up a cell using a dead guy’s name. She felt her skin crawl. The more she thought about it, the more it made sense, and the more she thought about it, the angrier she got. She hadn’t slept with a dead guy after all. It was some jerk playing her for a fool. She tossed his watch onto the bed beside her pillow. She felt like such an idiot. She wasn’t insane at all. She was just incredibly stupid to have fallen for that asshole’s play, and even more stupid for spending the last half hour crying over a dead guy she had never met. He had said to her that people needed to be real! Oh, she would be real all right when she blasted him!

She tossed the covers aside and crawled off the bed, wiping the moisture from her face and pulling her dignity back together. She took several deep breaths as she yanked open her purse and pulled out her cell, navigating to her received call log. The last incoming call was his from last night. For a split second, her mind was distracted in remembering that Chris had said something about getting a weird message. She must have misdialed because her call wasn’t even there. She highlighted his number and listened while her call was sent to his voicemail.

“You are one incredibly sick and twisted fucked up prick!” she yelled into her phone. She was seething with anger. “You are a Class A mother fucking asshole! What kind of sick freak pretends to be a dead guy? Your sister moved to Angels Camp? That’s just sick and twisted and fucked up! Oh, and I found your brother! He’s in fucking prison, which is where dickwads like you belong! Lose my number! I don’t want to ever see you again!”

She wished she could slam the phone down for effect but had to settle for punching her disconnect button with her thumb and tossing her phone onto her bed. She took a deep breath, feeling a bit better now that she had told him off, but she was still full of anger and hurt. She had thought she was perfectly safe in that guy’s company and now she shuddered when she considered how sick that asshole had to be, and she’d invited him into her home. She wanted to jump in the shower and wash the essence of this guy off her skin, and she’d need to throw her sheets in the laundry to get rid of his smell. That was one of the worst parts of all; that asshole had ruined Polo for her!

She turned on the little TV on her dresser for some company in the empty room while she set about to pick her clothes up off the floor and toss them in the hamper at the end of her dresser. The sound of the local morning news program reporting on a recent tragedy that had hit the city wafted into the room, catching her attention.

“...seven hours for fire crews to bring the blaze under control. The Fire Marshall’s office has reported that there were no survivors among the estimated thirty patrons and staff within the restaurant at the time of the explosion. The remains of the victims are expected to be removed by the coroner throughout the day today. Names will not be released to the media until all victims have been identified and next of kin notified.

“Once again, preliminary findings are suggesting that the explosion, which occurred at approximately seven twenty yesterday evening, is thought to have been caused by natural gas involving either appliances in the kitchen area or a fireplace in the restaurant dining room. Damages to the two-story building containing The White Peacock, as well as surrounding buildings, are estimated to be fourteen million dollars...”

She sat down on the edge of her bed, her mind spinning and her heart kick-starting into pounding action once again. She stared in shock, horror, and disbelief at the images flying by on the television of the familiar building in full blaze on a darkened street, fire fighters working tirelessly to put out the flames into the wee hours of the morning, solemn rescue crews poking through smoldering debris in the morning sun, body bags being removed on stretchers, and the destroyed building from various angles. The neon peacock that had cast a kaleidoscope of blue and green light down on the sidewalk last night clung lifelessly to its place on the building’s facade; charred and covered in damp soot. Nausea began to build deep inside of her once again as her mind tried to absorb the images; as the spinning vortex of confusion tried to sort out reality. The bar in which she had spent the evening had blown up.

Her cell phone vibrated on the bed beside her. She slowly glanced down at the call display, and her mind flashed to the newspaper sitting on her hallway floor where she had left it. She looked back to the TV, and as she sat absorbing the news of her own death last night, Miles MacDermott left her a voicemail.

 



Chapter 2 - There’s No Place Like Home


Juliette reminded herself to breathe. She focused on sucking air in through her open mouth, feeling her chest rise, and then forcing her lungs to slowly deflate. She sucked in again, willing her heart to stop pounding so furiously; afraid she would end up in cardiac arrest. It was deafening. She couldn’t breathe. She forced the breath out and took in another deep lung full. The woman on the television continued to talk, to drone on about this tragedy as images continued to whir by. She felt dizzy. The world around her was spinning, all save for the bed she was sitting on and the television on her dresser. She was thoroughly confused. The television was claiming that she was dead. But she wasn’t entirely sure. It sounded like she was dead. But she was sitting right there.

She needed to go. She didn’t know where she needed to go, but she had an incredible urge to run. She didn’t know where she wanted to go. She just wanted to get away. But she couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe. Her mind was a complete blank; empty, hollow, devoid of activity, numb. Her heart continued its drum solo in her chest. She reminded herself to breathe as she sat motionless, staring into the pixelated screen a few feet away. She sat sucking in air and shooting it back out as the sun slowly moved across her window.

Long shadows began to fill her walls despite the streaking sun. Like the rebooting of a computer, electricity began to run along the pathways and neurons in her brain. Juliette turned off the television and looked around her bedroom, taking in the clock beside her bed. The news program had ended quite some time ago, but for almost two hours, she had only been able to sit and stare at the blur of images on the screen through her tear-soaked eyes. She ran her fingers across them, wiping the wetness off onto her terry robe. Her cell phone vibrated against her comforter again. She had lost count of the number of times he had tried to call her.

She walked over to her window and moved the sheer curtain aside. The street below was busy with activity. Cars and trucks and people moved all about. The leaves on the lone tree in her view had started to turn orange as fall crept in. They danced gently as a small breeze tickled them. A few fluttered loose; slowly floating downward until they connected with the concrete below. A man walked past the tree and stepped on the leaves. They were dead. She began to cry again and pulled her drapes closed tight; blocking out the sun’s spotlight on her grief.

She jumped at the sound of a pounding fist on her apartment door.

“Juliette!” she heard him yell.

She reluctantly walked through her apartment and stood on the other side of the locked door.

“Juliette? Please open the door!”

He seemed…calm. His voice wasn’t angry or threatening. He didn’t sound hurt or rejected. He sounded concerned. His voice was comforting. She had enjoyed being lulled by the sound of his voice the night before. But as it reached her ears, it also reminded her that she hated him.

“Go away, Miles,” she said feebly as she leaned her forehead against the door frame.

“I’m not leaving until we talk." His voice wasn’t loud anymore. He knew she was standing on the other side of the door.

“We have nothing to talk about!” she countered firmly.

“We have a lot to talk about. Please open the door,” he pleaded.

She took a step back and faced the closed door. “You lied to me, you son of a bitch! I have nothing to say to you!” she yelled, wiping fresh tears from her cheek.

“I didn’t lie to you. I didn’t tell you a single lie. Please open the door,” he said gently.

“You’re a fucking ghost! Just walk through the damn door!” she challenged as she prepared to see him step into her apartment.

“I can’t do that,” he sighed. “Please open it." His voice was still calm.

She paused. He couldn’t walk through her door? She stepped closer, held up her hand, and pressed on the wood. It was solid under her touch. She couldn’t walk through it either. She was relieved. She was safe inside her fortress.

“Go away, Miles,” she said as she walked back to her bedroom and crawled back under her covers.

“Juliette?” he hollered again, but she covered her ears.

It was nearly dark in her room when she woke up. She glanced at her alarm clock beside the bed. It was five forty-three p.m. She hated that the sun was disappearing so early these days. It hadn’t yet set, but it had traveled far enough below the distant taller buildings that it no longer reached her windows. She crawled to her feet and slumped into her kitchen, turning on the lights as she went. She absentmindedly dumped the damp coffee grinds from the coffee maker basket into the trash under her sink and plopped in a new filter. While fresh coffee dripped into the pot, she stepped into the hot shower, enjoying the pounding water against the back of her neck as it soaked her long, dark hair. She reached for her shampoo and squirted a generous dollop onto her palm; working it into a frothy lather and waking to the enjoyable scent of honey eucalyptus. She froze.

She slowly brought her hands down into view and stared at the lather covering them. She felt her heart beating inside her chest once again. She placed one of her soapy hands above her breast and felt the not-so-distant movement of her beating heart through her palm. “I’m not dead,” she deduced. She was in the shower, getting wet, working shampoo through her hair.

“Oh my god! I’m not dead!” she giggled as relief floated through her and she beamed with happiness.

“I’m not dead!” she shouted into the steam of the shower before breaking out into a happy dance on top of the vinyl, non-slip flowers dotting the floor of her tub.

She quickly rinsed her hair, and while the conditioner sat for two minutes, she enjoyed the usually tedious task of shaving her legs, singing a chorus of “I’m not dead’ to the tune of Frère Jacques.

Wrapped in her towel, she pattered to the kitchen and prepared a mug of double-double coffee, carrying it back to her bedroom with her where she picked out an outfit to throw on. She was going to go to the hospital to see Jen and the new baby, and hopefully Chris as well. They would get such a laugh out of all of this. She dried her hair and threw on a bit of makeup while sipping her coffee. In examining her reflection in the mirror, she thought she looked quite rested after that long sleep. She tossed her cell into her purse, slipped on her sneakers, and turned off her bedroom lights. In the living room, she grabbed her home phone from the table at the end of the couch and quickly punched in Chris’ number. Busy. So, she was home and not at the hospital. Juliette would try her again from her cell in a little while. She guzzled the last half of her coffee, leaving the rinsed-out mug in the kitchen sink.

Ignoring the newspaper on her floor, she grabbed her coat, scarf, and keys. In the brightly lit building hallway outside her door, she pressed the call button for the elevator and turned to lock her door while she waited. She couldn’t wipe the smile off her face. It felt so good to be alive.

It was a short walk to the bus stop, and while she waited, she tried Chris again from her cell. Still busy, she tossed her phone inside her purse. Maybe she would be off the phone by the time she got closer to the hospital. She continued to hum her tune and smiled at strangers as they walked past her. A young couple stopped and joined her while waiting. She smiled at them as well. “Do I have any tokens or loose change?” she suddenly worried. Balancing her purse on her arm, she rifled through for her wallet and unzipped her change purse.

The man leaned forward. “Do you need a token?”

Juliette smiled as she pulled one out. “Thank you, but I have one.”

She held it up and he nodded while they both smiled at her. Juliette managed to close everything back up just in time for the bus's arrival. She followed the couple onboard and tossed her token into the fare box. As the bus started to pull away, she skidded into a seat near the rear door. “The city had never looked so pretty,” she mused, looking out the window. She tried Chris again when she was a few minutes away from the Brigham. Her line was still busy.

She entered the hospital through the front entrance on Francis Street. She had wanted to stop at the gift shop but they had closed at five, so she focused on following the signs for the Women and Newborns Center until she arrived at the security desk. Jen had explained to her after she and Craig had toured the facility a couple of months ago that she would need to stop there first. They would call her room and make sure she was up for visitors before letting Juliette through. The two security guards on duty were standing in the doorway of a small office behind the desk, deep in conversation. She stood in front of the desk, smiling politely and patiently waiting to be tended to, but their discussion continued on and on. Juliette shuffled; they didn’t turn their heads. “Great security,” she said to herself. She kept on walking, waiting for them to call after her, but they didn’t seem to care that she just passed right on through.

On the tenth floor, she stopped at the empty nurse’s station to ask for directions for Jen’s room and decided to wait for someone to return. She felt a little guilty walking right past the security desk and thought that she should at least wait here and let someone know she was visiting. She glanced up and down the hallway, noticing how nice and comfortable the decor was. It seemed less like a hospital floor and more like one in a hotel. Jen had chatted on and on after their tour about how nice this part of the hospital was; about how much she would enjoy recouping on one of these floors after giving birth. She hadn’t exaggerated.

Juliette saw a nurse pop out of one room and walk down the hall in the opposite direction. She didn’t even glance back at the nurse’s station. There was no opportunity to catch her attention before she disappeared again inside another room. She sighed and surveyed a framed painting on the wall; a pretty landscape. She could hear faint noises coming from some of the nearby rooms. Off in the distance, a baby was crying. When no one appeared within a few minutes, Juliette decided to wander down the hall, glancing into rooms looking for her friend. She finally heard Craig’s voice coming from the next room ahead of her.

“I’m going to find you a nurse,” he said quietly before stepping out in the hall and walking away from her. He didn’t turn to see her either. He was on a mission, apparently, and knew where to go.

Juliette knocked lightly as she stepped cautiously into the room. Jen was lying in the bed, cradling a small pink bundle, and covering her face with her hand. Her shoulder length, medium-brown hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail.

“Hey, you!” she whispered softly as she stepped farther into the room and unbuttoned her coat.

Jen didn’t look up. At first, Juliette thought she was exhausted and resting her head, trying to stay awake, but quickly realized that her friend was desperately trying to control a flood of tears behind her hand. Juliette sat down on the edge of the bed and rubbed her arm.

“Jenny? You okay? What’s wrong?”

Jen continued to cry into her palm. Juliette moved the pink blanket and peeked down at the sleeping infant in Jen’s arms.

“Oh, Mom. She’s adorable!” she cooed, hoping to lighten Jen’s mood.

She looked back up at Jen and moved a strand of hair off her friend’s forehead.

“What’s wrong?” she asked again softly. She hated seeing her friend that way.

Craig flew back into the room behind a nurse. She was a robust woman, and when she spoke, Juliette caught the remnants of a European accent that she couldn’t quite place.

“Hubby says you won’t stop crying. This is not good for your baby. This little girl wants a happy mommy. Do you want something to help you sleep?" She carefully bent down and picked up the little sleeping bundle.

“I can take her,” Juliette offered, but the nurse handed the bundle to Craig.

“Craig? Why is she crying?” Juliette asked quietly, but he simply stood by the bed holding his daughter, gently bouncing her in his arms, while staring sadly down at his wife. He looked tired. Juliette wondered if either of them had slept since heading to the hospital the evening before.

“Why is she crying?” Juliette asked the nurse.

But she also ignored Juliette’s voice. Juliette looked at Jen, and then the nurse, and then Craig. No one was looking at her. No one was acknowledging that she was even there. She placed her hand on top of her chest and felt her heart beating underneath but the elation that had carried her from home to the hospital was gone. Panic was starting to set in again.

“Jen? Can you see me?” she whispered.

Her friend nodded.

“Oh, thank god...”

“Okay, I’ll get you something so you can sleep. You hang in there, darling,” the nurse patted her shoulder and left the room.

The panic inside Juliette grew. “Yes you can see me or yes you want some drugs?”

Jen didn’t respond.

“Craig? Can you see me?”

He sat down on the end of the bed, across from Juliette, and rubbed Jen’s leg through the nubby yellow hospital blanket.

“Okay, this isn’t funny. Craig! Look at me!”

He continued to stare at Jen, oblivious to the fact that she was there.

“No, no, no, no, no,” Juliette shook her head and stood up. “I’m right here. Jen! God damn it, Jen, look at me!”

The nurse walked back into the room. She picked up the glass of water that was sitting on the table next to the bed and nudged Jen’s hand with the tiny paper cup she held in her other hand.

“Here, darling. Take this,” she urged as she nudged Jen a second time.

Jen lowered her hand away from her face and tried to stop crying. Her eyes were incredibly puffy and lined bright red from all the tears. She took the little paper cup from the nurse and tipped the pill into her mouth, looking sadly at Craig as she accepted the glass of water to wash it down. The nurse set the water glass back on the table and handed Jen a few tissues.

“It is so sad,” she said as she rubbed Jen’s shoulder. “You’ll feel better after you get some sleep, you’ll see.”

She quietly left the room. Juliette stood stunned, staring around the room.

“Oh my god, I’m not really here." Reality bit down hard and would not let go of her mind. She felt herself starting to spin again and sat on the floor, leaning against the cold wall of the room near the bed. Craig moved and sat beside Jen, sharing her pillow and wrapping his free arm around his wife’s shoulders as he held their daughter with the other.

“I almost died,” Jen whispered; the shock evident in her voice. “If my water hadn’t...”

“Shhh." Craig hugged her closer and kissed the top of her head.

“I picked the bar...” Jen whimpered.

“Shhh. Just sleep,” Craig rubbed the top of her arm.

“Jules....” Jen whispered as the tears started to flow again.

Juliette looked up at her friend. She crawled on her knees and shimmied close to the bed, grabbing hold of Jen’s hand as her own tears meandered down her face.

“I’m right here. I’m right here holding on to your hand. Please see me. Please see that I’m right here. I’m not dead! Jen?” she pleaded.

But there was no reaction.

“Jen? I’m right here...” Juliette whispered. “Please Jen. Please see me,” she pleaded through her tears. “I’m not really gone…”

Jen closed her eyes and leaned against Craig. Juliette buried her face in the nubby yellow blanket and cried.

As she stepped out of the hospital into the night air, she ignored the buttons on her coat, leaving it dangling open. She stood still, just a few feet away from the entrance doors, and waited to feel the cold air nip at her skin. She waited for the icy air to attack her face and her hands, and to swirl inside her open jacket. She waited to feel alive, like she had earlier, standing in the hot shower. The cold didn’t come. It didn’t feel cold, but it didn’t feel warm either. It just felt comfortable. So winter was around the corner last night, and tonight it’s a comfortable night? “Figures,” she muttered to herself.

She watched an elderly man in a wheelchair trying to stop people as they walked away from the entrance. He was looking for spare change and he was being ignored; the typical reaction of most people. Had she really been there and not in this invisible state she found herself in, she might have ignored him too. It made her uncomfortable. She knew that there were destitute people living on the streets, and she would have loved to help, but there was always that niggling little message in the back of her brain suggesting to her that if she donated to them, the money would feed an addiction of some kind and not be spent on food. She wanted to help, but she didn’t want to facilitate a dependence on drugs or alcohol. Someone said to her once, “Who are we to judge how the donation is spent?” and that sort of stayed with her as well.

Juliette watched him as he failed to get three different groups to look his way. His long, scraggly gray hair and beard had not seen a comb for a long time. His dingy clothes had likely not been changed or washed in months. He looked weathered and broken and desperate. And here she was, knowing that she had some change in her change purse that might be of some comfort to him, but that she no longer had a choice of whether to give it to him or not because she wasn’t quite fully dead, but she wasn’t alive either.

A younger couple walked past her and headed inside. They were carrying a small duffle bag; likely bringing some toiletries and clothes to someone staying the night. She watched them through the large window as they walked hand in hand through the lit foyer inside. A security guard was also milling about. Visiting hours were over. He was likely positioned to send people away who were arriving too late. He stopped them to chat and then pointed toward the elevators; letting them through.

She turned back to face the night in front of her. She wasn’t sure what to do now. She wasn’t sure where she was supposed to go. She wanted her mother. She wanted her family. But she didn’t want the company of strangers that the bus would bring. She wasn’t even sure how she rode the bus to get to the hospital in the first place. She didn’t understand anything. But if she was going to get home, her only choices were to walk or to try to ride the bus again, and since it was a long walk across town, she decided to head back to the bus stop. She walked past the elderly man in the wheelchair.

“Got any spare change?” he grumbled up at her.

She stopped and looked around. There was no one else there. They were alone. “Can you see me?” she asked him warily.

“I might be old but I ain’t blind!” he snorted back. “Got any spare change?”

“Why can you see me?” she asked, stunned.

He looked at her blankly. “Cause I ain’t blind!” he tried to enunciate clearly

“Are you dead?” she asked him, still stunned that he was talking to her.

“You on drugs?” he snarled at her and started to wheel away.

She took a few steps to follow after him. “Wait! Why can you see me?”

He cried out as he wheeled faster. “Get away from me! Help! Help!”

She stopped and watched him wheel up toward the entrance. He pushed the button for the automatic door opener and then wheeled inside the hospital. Fresh tears started to flow down her cheeks. She was so confused. She shook her head, turned, and started walking back toward the bus stop. She just wanted to go home.

From the darkness of the sidewalk, she stared at the house. There were a couple of extra cars in the driveway and one on the street; her brothers were here, as was someone else. She didn’t recognize one of the cars. The lights on the main floor of the house were on, but only one dim light was visible from the second floor; her parents’ room. Just staring at the front of the house filled her with warmth. She had loved living here. This was home. She had grown up in this house. She had never lived anywhere else until she’d moved out when she started college. On the weekends or during breaks, whenever she walked back through that front door, it always felt like she had never left. After college, she found her apartment. She was all grown up; starting a new job. It hadn’t seemed right to still live at home. She now regretted that she hadn’t stayed for a while longer. She had been the last to move out. Her mother had been sad to no longer have any of her children at home.

She looked toward the front door, trying to garner the courage to go inside. She had come home from the hospital as a baby and been carried through that front door by her mother. Her brothers, two and three years older than her, had greeted them all at the front door, as had her grandparents. They had all been excited for her to join them, apparently. She had learned to walk on furry green carpet in the living room. Her brothers had walked her the four blocks from this house to school every day, and when they had started high school, she walked to school with her friends.

A couple of years later, they had balked at the instruction from their mother to walk her to high school on her first day. She had been nervous and scared that she would get lost; it was a much longer walk and her friends were being driven by their parents. Her mother wouldn’t drive her, too; not when she had “a perfectly good pair of legs that weren’t painted on”. And so, she had followed behind her brothers; close enough so that she could still see them, and they would hear her shout out if she got into trouble, but far enough behind them so as not to “ruin their reputations” in being seen with a ninth grader. That hadn’t lasted too long. Her brother, Robbie, who was two years older, discovered that he had a crush on one of Juliette’s friends and he’d insisted that he and Joey walk the ninth-grade girls to school every morning.
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