The dog melted into the crook of Goldie’s arm, a warm bundle of soft fur. Goldie thought perhaps she would let the pup sleep with her in the pink room tonight. Then she realized that for the first time since her grandfather died, she would no longer be alone in the house where she grew up. Before she could stop it, a lone tear of gratitude fell from her lashes.
“Thank you,” she breathed.
Joe nodded and his gaze glowed with understanding. Not pity, or even sympathy. The expression his coffee eyes bore was one of shared grief. “My pleasure.”
Goldie sniffed and shifted from one foot to the other. She really needed to hold it together. But she had to ask him one last question before the two of them went inside and she lost him in the whirlwind of all the other guests. “Why?”
Joe looked up from the dog with a questioning glance. “Why what?”
“Why are you doing all of this for me? You hardly know me.” Her voice cracked with emotion.
Joe’s fingers wrapped around the shiny silver tag on the dog’s pink collar. He turned over the tag, ran his thumb over the engraving and showed it to Goldie. “Because something told me this might be exactly what you need right now.”
Bliss.
The dog’s name was Bliss.
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Chapter One
Three days had passed since Goldie Jensen’s grandfather died.
She could tell because that’s how many full coffee cups stood on her front porch, neatly lined up like brave little soldiers. A caffeinated army.
Goldie, on the other hand, wasn’t feeling so brave. Or caffeinated, for that matter. Feet shoved into pink fuzzy slippers, she parked herself on the sofa and stared at the television with bleary eyes. Her doting Grandpa might be gone, but she still had Judge Rudy and Name that Price for company. Hardly the usual television fare for a young woman in her late twenties, but give her a break. Old habits die hard, and she’d lived with an elderly man all her adult life.
Until three days ago.
She tucked her pink, fluffy feet under her legs, clad in her favorite Sponge Bob pajama bottoms, and yelled at the television. “Under. Under!”
Sheesh, the ionic blow dryer was obviously less expensive than the exorbitant price the host, Cary Anderson, was motioning toward with his little stack of note cards. Still, Agnes from Oklahoma wrung her hands and looked longingly at the audience for help.
“Under!” What’s the deal? I’m pretty sure they have blow dryers in Oklahoma, Agnes.
Agnes shouted “over,” and Goldie moaned in disgust just as the doorbell rang. She grabbed the remote and muted Cary with the touch of a button.
“Goldie, I know you’re home,” a distinctly male voice boomed from the other side of the front door. “I heard the television. Please come to the door.”
He was back.
Again.
Coffee Guy.
Goldie gnawed on her thumbnail and remained glued to the sofa, her gaze darting back and forth between the door and the television. To her astonishment, it appeared as though Agnes had actually made it to the showroom shootout. The frazzled contestant was already wielding her pricing gun, preparing to aim it at the extravagant prizes in the final round. Goldie un-muted just to check.
“I’m not going anywhere. I’m going to sit right here until you open the door.” Coffee Guy’s voice was softer, but still carried a distinctive note of determination. “I can wait for quite a while. There’s plenty of coffee out here to keep me going.”
When the screen switched from the kitschy game show set to a commercial for Depends, Goldie dragged herself from the couch to the peephole. Through the tiny circle, she saw the distorted figure of Coffee Guy resting casually against a pillar with yet another cup of coffee in his hand. His long legs crossed at the ankles, he was the perfect picture of patience. She really needed to stop calling him Coffee Guy. He had a real name, after all, but she couldn’t bring herself to remember what it was. Like everything else these days, the effort it took was overwhelming. Why did even the simplest of tasks make her feel so tired?
A swig of caffeine may not be such a bad idea.
Before she changed her mind, and before Cary had a chance to start the showroom shootout round without her, she swung open the door. Astonished, Coffee Guy nearly tumbled backwards off the front porch.
“Goldie! You opened the door.” He tugged at the neck of his navy sweater, clearly unprepared for a face-to-face meeting.
“That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?” Goldie’s voice was flat, void of all emotion. She scarcely recognized it herself.
“Um,” he stammered. “Well, yes. Yes, it is.”
“So, what’s so important?” Strains of “come name that price” drifted from the living room and Goldie resisted the sudden urge to slam the door in his face.
The lure of the television, coupled with the way Coffee Guy looked at her, was almost too much for her to bear. His melting irises were…well, coffee colored, and they bore an expression of empathy so intense it left no doubt he knew the magnitude of her grief down to the core. But how was that possible? She barely knew the man. He was her Grandpa’s friend, not hers. And, since her grandfather’s passing, she’d kept her feelings tightly under wraps and shared them with no one. Not even God. And certainly not with near strangers who left unwelcome gifts on her porch.
He tugged at the collar of his sweater again, ran a hand through his rumpled chestnut hair and sighed. “I’m worried about you. I want to make sure you’re OK.”
A lump lodged in Goldie’s throat, making it all the more difficult for her to squeak out her response with any sort of authenticity. “I’m fine.”
The corner of his mouth lifted ever so slightly. “You don’t look fine. Cute maybe, but not your usual put-together self.”
Goldie felt his gaze as it landed on her pink slippers and slouchy p.j. bottoms. Blast you Sponge Bob! Blast you and blast your square pants.
She lifted her fingertips to her cheek as she felt a pink flush crawl up her neck and tiptoe toward her temples. How would he know what she normally looked like, anyway? Granted, he’d been coming here every morning for months, delivering coffee to her grandfather once he was too ill for his regular morning walk to the coffee shop. But Goldie had usually moved about in the background, content to let the two men chat, enjoy their java and play checkers. Sure, Coffee Guy was undoubtedly closer to her own age than her Grandpa’s. Goldie wasn’t blind. She’d become keenly aware of his broad shoulders, kind smile and strong jaw months ago. How could she not? But she couldn’t remember ever exchanging more than a couple words with him in the past. She honestly didn’t think he’d ever noticed her.
Before the coffee starting showing up three days ago.
Coffee she knew was intended for her.
“I’m OK. Really. I was just getting ready to, um, clean the house.” It was a plausible scenario. Right?
“Mmm. That’s right. You’re probably expecting company. The funeral is tomorrow, isn’t it?”
Goldie didn’t trust herself to talk about the memorial service without breaking down, so she nodded in silence.
Coffee Guy shrugged and glanced up and down the empty street. “The coffee shop is pretty slow this morning. I could stay if you’d like some help.”
Goldie felt her eyes widen at the suggestion.
“I mean,” he continued. “I’m pretty good with a mop and a dishrag. I’ve got lots of experience cleaning up at the shop.”
“Oh, no!” Goldie couldn’t imagine a more awkward scenario, even if she had been telling the truth about needing to clean house. What did he expect from her? Small talk while they scrubbed the toilet together? No thanks. “I couldn’t ask you to do that. Everything is under control.”
“It’s no bother. I could use the company. I kind of miss the old guy myself, you know?” There it was again. That intangible quality—something in his eyes, in the subtle downward slope of his mouth—carried the silent message that he knew her pain. That perhaps she had more in common with this casual acquaintance than she would have ever guessed.
Despite her great effort to hold it together, Goldie’s bottom lip quivered with rebellion, and her vision misted over with unshed tears. It would have been so easy to lose it altogether and dissolve in a weepy puddle right there on the porch. In the back of her mind, she wondered what Coffee Guy would do if she just gave in and let it all out. Let her sorrow fall like rain, turning all the paper coffee cups at her feet to mush. Would he say what she knew all her friends were thinking? That the man had been 90 years old and lived a long and happy life? That he’d hung around a lot longer than anyone ever expected? Why the shock? Why the overwhelming urge to just climb under the covers when her alarm sounded in the morning?
She knew all these things. Believed them in her mind. The problem rested squarely in her heart.
Goldie blinked at Coffee Guy and decided if she did, in fact, give up the fight against her emotions and let him see the turmoil inside, he wouldn’t find her so cute anymore. The ugly truth would make the Sponge Bob pajamas and fuzzy slippers seem like red carpet-worthy glamour. She swallowed it all down and let the numbness take over again.
“I’ve got it taken care of. Mission accomplished.” She nodded for extra emphasis. “I’m sure you need to get back to work anyway.”
Hint, hint.
He held her gaze for a long moment, as if trying to send her a secret message with his warm cocoa eyes. Whatever it was, she didn’t want to hear it, so she broke the silent connection and looked away—over her shoulder toward Cary and showroom package number two. It was a good one. Goldie thought she saw his-and-her jet skis, but she couldn’t be sure.
“OK then. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”
She hoped with every fiber of her being he was referring to the funeral and not another morning coffee delivery.
Speaking of coffee, there it was, a mere two inches from her chest. Coffee Guy had thrust it toward her, a grin dancing on his lips. “Well, here you go. Your morning coffee. Nice, fresh and hot.”
Goldie looked down at the cup and the steam rising from the little hole in its lid. “Listen, you really don’t need to keep doing this. Grandpa is gone. He was the coffee lover in the family.”
“I know.” He nodded, that glimmer of sympathy flickering once again in his eyes. “But I want to do something nice for you. This is yours. Please take it.”
Was there no getting through to this guy? Did he not see his previous offerings scattered on the front porch, full to the brim and untouched? “The thing is…I don’t like coffee.”
A look of utter disbelief washed over Coffee Guy’s features. He looked as shocked as if she’d just told him the earth was flat. Under normal circumstances, his gaping mouth would have made Goldie laugh. She would have teased him that if he didn’t close it soon, flies might buzz right in.
But these weren’t normal circumstances. Nothing would be normal ever again. So, instead, she huffed out an irritated sigh.
It was enough to jolt him out of his stunned trance. He blinked at the coffee cup and his gaze shot back to Goldie. “You’re joking, right?”
Do I look like I’m joking? “No.”
“But everyone likes coffee.” It sounded a little like a slogan rolling off his tongue.
“Not everyone. Not me.” Finally, she’d found the words to rid herself of this situation once and for all. Maybe now he’d scoot on back to his coffee shop in time for her to catch the beginning of Judge Rudy. She’d already missed the end of the showroom shootout round.
“Goldie?”
Goldie shook the cobwebs loose in her head. Why did this keep happening? “I’m sorry. What were we talking about?”
Coffee Guy took a step closer and lowered his voice. “You just told me you didn’t like coffee.” He grinned. “Say it isn’t so.”
Oh that’s right. Goldie stood straighter and tried to look serious. As serious as she could look with an animated sponge prancing across her backside, anyway. She cleared her throat and added a final phrase to urge him on his way a little faster. “Never liked it. Never will.”
He lifted a brow. “Never? That’s an awfully strong word.”
Uh oh.
“We’ll see about that.” He set the coffee on the top step beside the pink fuzz of Goldie’s foot. “Tomorrow, then.”
With that, he turned to go and shot her a full-tilt, thousand watt smile that made her insides churn. Goldie clutched her stomach.
What was that?
She must remember to eat. Had she had anything for breakfast? Simple hunger had caused the fluttering in her belly. It had to be.
Coffee Guy reached the end of the street and waved. When he turned the corner, she bent down to pick up the mess of paper cups at her feet. Her fingers wrapped around the one closest to her. The warmth of the fresh brew seeped through the walls of the cup and spread outward from the center of her palm. Goldie brought the cup closer to her face and took a whiff from the opening. She closed her eyes and took in the comforting scent she associated so closely with her grandfather.
When she opened her eyes, simple block letters flooded her vision.
Joe’s Coffee Shop.
Turtle Beach, North Carolina.
That’s right. His name was Joe. Joe Montgomery. How could she have forgotten?
****
The chimes on the door to the coffee shop tinkled as Joe crossed the threshold, rousing Java from his slumber on the plaid dog bed in the corner.
“Hey boy, did you miss me?” Joe gave the Siberian Husky a good scratch on the scruff of his neck and smiled.
Java answered him with his signature woo-woo yodel. Joe interpreted that as a yes. He took a crunchy dog biscuit from his pocket and waited for the big dog to politely sit and offer his paw for a shake. Joe gave the biscuit to Java with an open palm. Treat clenched firmly in his jaws, the Husky returned to his bed, turned three slow circles and plopped down with his tail wrapped around his body in a tight hug.
“Joe, you’re back!” gushed the slender young woman behind the counter.
Joe nodded to the regular morning customers sipping their coffee from the shiny red stools at the bar. Then he turned his attention to his employee. “Good morning,” he replied, making every effort not to wince at the tiny diamond stud sparkling in Cinnamon’s nose. Joe doubted the glittering stone was real, but that’s OK because her name wasn’t either.
C’mon, was anyone really named Cinnamon? He’d met a few dogs with such a moniker, especially since he’d started hosting monthly pet adoptions for the Turtle Beach Animal Shelter in the coffee shop parking lot, but never an actual person. Not even one with flaming red hair like Cinnamon’s.
If the scrawl on her employment application could be trusted, her real name was Jane. A perfectly respectable name as far as he was concerned. But the moment he’d hired her, despite the nose piercing winking at him from its place next to her nostril, she’d insisted he call her Cinnamon. According to his new employee, it was a much more suitable name for a barista.
Barista—yet another label Joe found himself reluctant to use. What was wrong with counter help? He supposed it didn’t make a difference, so long as baristas and counter helpers earned the same hourly wage.
“The shelter called to make sure everything is still set for tomorrow’s pet adoption.” Cinnamon frowned in concentration and scrubbed an invisible spot on the counter. Nose rings and aliases aside, she was hands-down the best employee he’d ever hired. She could change her name to Paprika and Joe would still give her a job.
“Sounds great. I’ll give them a call.” Joe’s gaze swept the counter and he raked a hand through his hair. “Have you seen today’s paper?”
“Yep. Right here.” Cinnamon pulled the thin, small-town paper from a shelf beneath the counter. She handed it to him. “Are you looking for your friend’s obituary?”
Joe frowned and flipped open the local news section, spreading the flimsy pages open on the Formica. “Mmm hmm.”
He turned the pages until he saw faces peering back at him from the neat columns of the obituary page. Faces he mostly recognized as either acquaintances or customers. Turtle Beach was a small town, after all. But none of the faces tugged at his heart quite like the one beneath the army cap with the captain’s bars. The photo had to be at least fifty years old, but Joe could still see the eyes of his friend on the fresh face of the young soldier in the World War II photo. They were the same cat eyes that sometimes watched him from behind thick, feminine, lashes. Eyes that kept him spellbound. Eyes that now held the vacant glimmer of pain and loss.
Goldie’s eyes.
“Interesting,” Cinnamon commented as she peered over his shoulder. “I wonder why his family chose such an old photograph.”
Joe cleared his throat, pressing down the lump that had lodged there. “It’s his military photo. He belonged to one of the first Army units to go in and liberate the concentration camps during World War II.”
“Oh. Wow.” Over his shoulder, Cinnamon’s voice carried a note of reverence, which made the lump grow even larger.
“I know. He was a really special man. We’re all going to miss him, especially his granddaughter.” In his vulnerable emotional state, he didn’t quite trust himself to say Goldie’s name aloud.
“Teresa?”
Joe knit his brows, unsure who Cinnamon was talking about until he saw her bright red fingernail pointing to the tiny words of the obituary.
Robert K. Jensen
December 22, 1918—October 23, 2008
Robert K. Jensen, “Bob” to his friends and family, died peacefully at his home in Turtle Beach, NC, at the age of 90 after a long illness. Bob was a retired Army captain who served his country for 22 years. He is survived by his loving granddaughter, Teresa Jensen, and predeceased by his wife of 30 years, Annabelle Jensen, and his son, Robert K. Jensen, Jr. Memorial services for Bob are scheduled for noon, October 27, at Turtle Beach Community Church.
“He will swallow up death forever,
And the Lord God will wipe away tears from all faces…”
Isaiah 25:8
Hmm. So it appeared Cinnamon wasn’t the only one with an alias. “She goes by Goldie.”
“Goldie?” The corner of Cinnamon’s mouth lifted, causing the diamond nose stud to twinkle and glisten. “That’s sweet.”
“Yes, she is,” Joe muttered, almost to himself.
Cinnamon cut her gaze sideways toward him, suspicion washing over her features. He focused on the black and white print of the newspaper, particularly the Bible verse at the bottom of the paragraph. He imagined tears rolling down Goldie’s porcelain cheek. His gut clenched and he prayed, Lord, work through me if it is your will. I want to wipe the tears from her face and bring the sparkle back to her eyes.
“She’s his only survivor. He told me he raised her after her parents were killed in a car accident when she was just a little girl. She took care of him these last months while he was sick.”
Cinnamon stopped watching him with that suspicious gleam and knit her brows. “So, she’s all alone now. That’s so sad.”
Joe grabbed a pair of scissors from next to the cash register and cut a neat square around Bob’s obituary. He tacked it up on the wall next to the flier announcing the following day’s pet adoption.
They both tilted their heads and looked at the photo on the wall of Bob Jensen as a young, vibrant soldier. After a quiet moment, Cinnamon broke the respectful silence. “Well, I’d better get back to work.”
Joe nodded his understanding until he remembered the important matter he needed to discuss with her. “Wait a sec, OK?”
“Sure. What is it?”
“Well, I’ve been thinking.” Joe leaned his back against the counter and crossed his feet at the ankles. “Maybe we should add a few new things to the coffee menu.”
Cinnamon’s mouth dropped open and the dishrag in her hand fluttered to the floor.
Joe ignored her shocked expression and continued, as if he did this sort of thing every day. “Nothing too crazy. Maybe some latte. Or some cappuccino.” His gaze flitted to the unused milk steamer and fancy espresso maker sitting in the corner. Items that had been purely decorative up until this point. “And I think we should start tomorrow.”
“Are you serious?” Cinnamon’s voice quivered with excitement. She looked like a kid on Christmas morning. “But I’ve been bugging you about this since I started working here. I’ve begged and begged you to let me come up with some more modern menu choices. You always say ‘no.’ I’d finally given up.”
Joe couldn’t help but smile at Cinnamon’s delighted reaction. He was suddenly very glad she fancied herself a barista because he didn’t have the first clue how to make a latte. Or what skinny, foam, whip, no whip, or any other of those words he never thought he’d ever utter in his own, old-fashioned coffee shop meant. “Well now I’m saying yes.”
Cinnamon crossed her arms and cocked an eyebrow at him. “What’s going on? You always say we don’t need to serve anything but plain, old coffee. You even have a mantra.” She gave a mock salute. “Everybody likes coffee.”
“Not everybody.” Joe sneaked a final glance at the photo of Goldie’s grandfather tacked up on the wall. “Nope. Not everybody.”
Chapter Two
Joe eyed the paper cup topped with a generous mountain of something that resembled whipped cream. He held it to his nose and took a whiff. It smelled, and looked, much more like a dessert than a coffee beverage. “What is this again?”
Cinnamon rolled her eyes. “A latte macchiato.” An exasperated sigh followed the eye rolling. “With foam.”
He took another whiff, then a tentative sip. “This is phenomenal.”
She grinned from ear to ear. “I told you I knew what I was doing. Honestly, it’s shameful you’ve never had one of these before.”
“I mean, it’s really, really good.” Then he just had to ask, “Are you absolutely sure there’s coffee in here?”
Cinnamon jammed her hands on her hips. “Yes. As a matter of fact, it has espresso in it.”
“Hmm, no kidding?” He took another sip. He would have never guessed something as strong as espresso. Sure enough, there was a hint of coffee mixed in with the creamy caramel goodness. But it was subtle. Subtle enough that someone who didn’t drink coffee just might like it, too. Someone like Goldie.
“This is perfect. Let me get a lid for this one…” His voice drifted off, and he cleared his throat.
Cinnamon shot him an amused grin. “What was that?”
He felt his face redden and he squared his shoulders. Why should he try to hide his feelings? Cinnamon may have a nosy streak at times, but she was his employee. “I said, can you please make another one? I’m going to take it to Goldie. She’s got a tough day ahead of her.” He looked straight at Cinnamon, willing himself not to wince, and waited for what he knew would probably be a teasing remark.
Instead, her expression softened. “That’s really sweet, boss.”
Joe shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Having prepared himself for teasing, he almost felt even more uncomfortable with her sincerity. “Um. Well, she might not like it. She’s not a, uh, coffee drinker.”
“Yet.” Cinnamon pointed at her new creation. “If she doesn’t like that latte macchiato, I’ll be shocked. But don’t worry. If she doesn’t, we’ll find something she likes. I’ve got more delicious recipes up my sleeve.” She winked at him knowingly, and he ran his hand through his hair as he always did when he was nervous.
How in the world had he ended up in this situation? Taking love advice from a young girl with a nose ring?
“OK. Well, thanks.” He added for good measure, “And, good job.”
“No problem, boss.” She flicked a lever on the shiny espresso machine and a loud hiss filled the air.
Less than half an hour later, Joe stood on the now-familiar territory that was Goldie’s front porch. In one hand, he gripped a fresh, warm latte macchiato and in the other, the end of Java’s leather leash. He looked down at Java. The dog’s pink tongue lolled out of the side of his mouth. “Behave, OK?”
Java just blinked. Joe wondered, once again, if he should have brought the big Husky along. It seemed more than a little presumptuous. But Cinnamon had absolutely insisted on it. Take Java, she’d said as she shoved the leash into his palm. Chicks dig dogs.
Joe glanced up at the blue morning sky.
Forgive me, Lord.
At once, he regretted ever letting Cinnamon figure out how smitten he was with Goldie. Now, his genuine attempts to cheer her up, to take away at least some of the grief dragging her down, felt wrong. Like he was taking advantage of her sadness, which he never, ever would do.
He was half-tempted to turn around and walk back to the coffee shop, but he couldn’t. He’d made a promise to her grandfather. A promise he intended to keep.
So, instead of slinking back to the coffee shop, he rang the doorbell with the hand that held the whipped coffee confection. Java sat completely still and let out a dramatic yawn. Joe wished he felt half as calm as his dog.
“Who is it?” Goldie’s monotone voice was barely discernable coming from the other side of the door. But at least she hadn’t pretended not to hear the bell. It was progress, right?
Joe spoke loudly enough so she could hear him through the door, but not as forcefully as he had yesterday. He didn’t want to seem pushy before she even laid eyes on him. “It’s me. Joe.”
The door opened a crack. Through the tiny sliver, he saw her groggy eyes widen as she took in the large dog standing next to him. Joe held his breath in anticipation. And as Java’s tail wagged and beat against the wooden steps of the porch, Goldie’s features flickered to life. Then, to his utter astonishment, she actually smiled. “Who’s your friend?”
Joe had never seen such a glorious vision as that subtle smile. His heart leapt to his throat at the sight of her standing there, dressed in black for her grandfather’s funeral, smiling as she pat his dog on the head. Yes, it appeared Goldie did, in fact, dig dogs. Cinnamon was right. And if Java brought her even a moment of happiness on this solemn day, he was glad he listened to Cinnamon’s advice. He sent up a silent prayer of thanks. “This is Java.”
The smile lingered on her lips, faint as a whisper. “He’s so sweet. Is he yours?”
“Yep. I adopted him a couple of years ago.” He watched as Goldie scratched Java behind the ears. She looked like a ballerina, elegant and lovely, in her sweeping black skirt and ballet flats with tiny bows on top. A vision of grace and beauty. But she was dressed this way because today she was going to bury her grandfather. He wished he could take her place, and she could climb back in her Sponge Bob pajamas and fuzzy slippers and spend all day curled up on the sofa.
“So, I brought you something.” As he spoke, her gaze flitted to the paper cup in his hand. Her bow-shaped lips lifted into a subtle upturn as she saw the cursive letter G drizzled on top of the whipped cream in caramel sauce. Another smile!
“Is that coffee? Don’t you remember what I told you yesterday?” The smile lingered, giving her words a teasing quality.
“You don’t like coffee. How could I forget?” He clutched his chest in a mock heartbroken gesture. “Just taste it. One little sip. That’s all I ask. Please.”
She took the cup from his hand. “Well, I’m not sure how it will taste, but it’s awfully pretty.”
He had to admit Cinnamon knew more than her fair share about coffee. The caramel G had actually been his own idea. He’d practiced a few times on a napkin before tackling the mountain of whipped cream atop Goldie’s latte macchiato. Penmanship had never been his strong suit, but he’d kept at it until the G was perfect. “So, you’re going to try it, right?”
“OK. But no promises.” She wrinkled her nose as she brought the cup to her lips, red and smooth as a shiny satin ribbon.
Joe held his breath as she took a tiny sip. He relaxed slightly when she took another, longer, taste. “You like it, don’t you?”
“It’s not bad.” She peered at him over the coffee cup and took another sip, decorating the tip of her nose with a small dollop of whipped cream.
Before he could stop himself, Joe reached over and dabbed at her nose with the tip of his finger. “Admit it. You love it, don’t you?”
“Love?” She raised her eyebrows. “Like hate, love is an awfully strong word.”
The blood in Joe’s veins stood still. He knew she was only joking—turning his own words around from the day before. But hearing the word love fall off her lips gave him the strangest sensation inside.
Because he loved her. Yes, he did. And that is why he’d promised her grandfather he would look after her. To make sure she was OK. And one day, God willing, he would actually tell her how he felt about her. Someday…when she was ready to hear it.
“It’s good. Quite yummy, actually.” Goldie ran her tongue over the edge of the cup, capturing the last bit of whipped cream. The simple gesture stole the breath from Joe’s lungs.
It took him a moment to remember what they were talking about. Oh yeah. The latte macchiato. “I knew it. You do like coffee, after all.”
She just took another sip and ran her hand over Java’s pointy ears.
Unsure how to interpret her silence, Joe decided to quit while he was ahead. “Well, I guess I’d better let you get ready for…”
She completed his sentence when his voice trailed off. “The funeral.”
Joe nodded and pretended not to notice that her eyes had suddenly become very bright blue and shiny with unshed tears.
“Are you coming?”
“Yes,” he replied. “I’ll be there.”
“I’m having a reception afterward. Here at the house, if you’d like to come.” She looked at the ground and sighed, but her fingers remained buried in Java’s fur.
“I’d like that very much.”
“OK then.” Goldie retreated back to the crack in the doorframe, the glow in her face growing dim.
Joe would have drawn the entire alphabet in caramel letters if it would have made the moment last longer. “Bye, Goldie.” As he turned to leave, Java whimpered, drawing her attention once more.
“Thanks Joe. Thanks for everything,” she murmured as she closed the door with a click.
Joe paused on the top step. “It’s my pleasure,” he whispered to Java, to God, and whoever else might be listening.
****
Goldie’s eyes traveled the length of the dining room table as she tried to remember the last time she’d ever seen so much food all in one place. If only she were hungry. There were deli trays, home baked cookies, fresh fruit and a most impressive assortment of casserole dishes. Seriously.
She blinked at the neat rows of corning ware overflowing with King Ranch chicken, green bean casserole, tuna casserole, macaroni and cheese casserole and hamburger casserole. I’d bet money that Piggly Wiggly is clean out of every variety of Campbell’s creamed soup.
Southerners knew the secret to dealing with grief—comfort food. And it seemed every resident of Turtle Beach who owned a spatula had turned out for the reception at Goldie’s house after the funeral. She eyed the macaroni and cheese and tried to will her stomach to growl. Nothing. Not even a whimper.
“Ohhh. Arrrrg.”
Goldie’s head snapped from left to right as she looked for the source of the sudden groan. It wasn’t her tummy. She wondered for a moment if the table had moaned from the sheer weight of all the casserole dishes. Then she realized where the sounds of agony came from. She just smiled. “Have you had enough to eat, Peggy?”
“I’ve never eaten so much at one sitting in all my life.” Peggy, Goldie’s neighbor, blushed. Her snowy white hair served as a stark contrast to the crimson glow of her cheeks.
“I know. I have no idea what I’m going to do with all this food.” Goldie shook her head and motioned toward the table. The fact that it still stood on all four legs astounded her.
“It’s for you to eat, child.” Peggy patted her on the shoulder with a gentle hand. “That’s what it’s here for.”
Goldie sighed. She knew she needed to eat something, but just the effort it took to lift a fork to her mouth seemed impossible. In fact, the last thing she’d eaten had been the generous mountain of whipped cream atop the delicious coffee drink Joe had brought her this morning. She touched the tip of her nose, remembering when he’d dabbed at it with his own fingertip, and her cheeks flushed ten times redder than Peggy’s.
“Here, have a taste.” Peggy waved a piece of what looked like banana bread under Goldie’s nose.
Goldie wanted to appease the older woman, so she took a bite and swallowed. It felt like a lump of sand going down her throat.
“Maybe I’ll bring some of this food over to Care Group this week,” she managed to choke out.
At the mention of Care Group, a strange look washed over Peggy’s features. Then, as quickly as it came, it disappeared. “Well, dear. We old folks certainly don’t expect you to keep coming to Care Group. You were there to help your Grandpa…to make sure he got there OK.”
“I know. But I’ve really enjoyed worshipping with all of you.” It was the truth. Goldie felt right at home at the weekly Bible study group Peggy held in her living room and referred to affectionately as Care Group. Besides, wherever would she find a church service as convenient as Care Group? All she had to do was walk right next door. Even in her current pathetic state, Goldie thought she could manage to pry herself off the sofa and trudge the 30 feet to Peggy’s front door. “So maybe I’ll just pack up some of the leftovers and bring them with me on Thursday.”
Peggy opened her mouth to respond, but before any words could emerge, Goldie’s friend Eve bounced into the conversation. Eve had a tendency to do that.
Bounce, that is.
Usually Goldie found her bubbly personality sweet and endearing, but today it only made her tired. Weariness settled over her as Eve squeezed Peggy’s shoulders and gave her smacking air kisses beside both cheeks.
“Bonjour! Have you ever seen such a spread of food in all your life? People really turned out for the big guy, huh?” She flashed Goldie a wink. Her grandfather and Eve had always shared a fun relationship, with plenty of teasing back and forth. She’d started calling him “big guy” back when she and Goldie were in middle school.
“Yes, this is becoming quite the shindig.” Eve’s emerald eyes sparkled beneath her long, sweeping lashes as she fiddled with the classic string of pearls around her neck. Her gaze swept the room with methodical precision.
“You can stop looking around, Eve. Most of the people here are at least 30 years older than you are. I don’t think you’re going to bump into any eligible bachelors.” Peggy smirked and bit into something covered with melted cheese.
“Please! Like I would try to look for the love of my life at the big guy’s funeral.” She rolled her eyes and feigned innocence.
“Well, technically, the funeral is over,” Peggy said in voice tinged with a teasing lilt. “So, it wouldn’t be entirely inappropriate to meet the love of your life now. You just never know. I hear George over there is looking for someone.”
She pointed to George Brown who was bending over the punch bowl at the small, round table in the breakfast nook. George was a member of Care Group. Like Eve, he loved dancing, pizza and long walks on the beach. Unlike Eve, he was seventy-five years old.
“Don’t tempt me,” Eve chided. “I’m getting desperate.”
This was the moment in the conversation when Goldie would normally remind her that she was sure to find someone. After all, Eve was sweet-natured and beautiful. And, as the French teacher at Turtle Beach High School, she possessed a certain stylish sophistication that most guys found irresistible. Far from desperate, Eve had certainly had more than her fair share of dates. She wasn’t looking for dates any more, though. She wanted to settle down with just the right man. But Goldie suddenly could barely keep her eyes open, much less remind her friend that Mr. Right was out there somewhere for her, waiting for God’s perfect timing.
“I think I’m going to go lie down for a minute,” she blurted out. Peggy and Eve, whose conversation had progressed from man-hunting to how navy was the new black, turned their heads in unison and looked at her with concern.
“Are you OK, mon ami?” Eve furrowed her brows.
“Yes, I just want to rest for a bit. I…I haven’t gotten much sleep lately.” Unless you count lying on the sofa in my pajamas and staring at the television as sleep.
“We’ll be right here if you need us, dear.” Peggy gave Goldie’s hand a comforting squeeze as she walked away toward her bedroom.
It was all she could do to make it to the bed without her legs collapsing beneath her. She didn’t even pause to close the door to her room. She simply kicked off her ballet flats and curled up in a ball on top of her bedspread. Instinctively, she reached for the afghan folded in a neat rectangle at the foot of the bed—the one her grandmother had crocheted even before Goldie was born—and spread it over the folds of her black dress. The worn yarn was soft and comforting, like an old teddy bear. As Goldie fingered the intricate loops and stitches, her gaze swept the old rocking chair in the corner and the antique dresser lined up against the rose-colored wall. Her room had looked exactly the same for almost as long as she could remember. All at once, she realized that now her grandfather was gone. Everyone would probably expect her to move into his bedroom. On the surface, it made sense. His bedroom, the master, was far more spacious than her tiny pink room. But the very thought of leaving the space where she’d lived since she was nine years old was too much to bear. Not to mention the unimaginable task of cleaning out her grandfather’s things.
Tears blurred her vision and threatened to spill over onto her cheeks. She sniffed and willed herself not to cry. Not now. Not here.
Friends, neighbors and acquaintances milled about the surrounding rooms. Nothing but thin walls separated her from nearly everyone she knew. Now was not the time for a breakdown.
“Goldie? Are you awake?” Eve’s whisper and the soft rap of knuckles on the open bedroom door helped keep the tears at bay.
Goldie sat up, the crocheted blanket still wrapped snugly around her. “Yes. Come on in.”
Eve sat on the very edge of the bed, a strange smile tugging at the corners of her lips.
Goldie shifted on the mattress to make more room for her friend. The thought crossed her mind that Eve had spent many a night in this room herself throughout the years. They’d been close friends since elementary school, often having sleepovers at one another’s homes. More often than not, they ended up here. At her grandfather’s home. Her Grandpa was always there to offer them a platter full of hot buttered raisin toast and his legendary root beer floats. “What is it? You look like the cat that swallowed the canary. Oh my gosh…you’re not really going on a date with George Brown, are you?”
“No. I’m not. Not yet, anyway.” She looked down and examined an invisible chip in her perfect French manicure. “But you certainly seem to have something up your sleeve.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I’m talking about the gentleman caller waiting for you on the front porch.” She peeked at Goldie from behind her thick lashes and paused for dramatic effect. “He says his name is Joe Montgomery. As in Joe’s Coffee Shop.”
Joe.
Goldie gulped. Her thoughts immediately turned to this morning and the dollop of whipped cream. Her nose tingled as if her skin itself remembered the sensation of his touch. She scrubbed at her nose with the side of her pointer finger. “Joe’s here?”
“He sure is. And he comes bearing gifts.” Eve smiled that mysterious little smile once more.
Coffee. It had to be. The man seemed to possess an unending flow of the stuff. “Why is he outside? Didn’t you invite him in?”
“Yes, but he wants to talk to you in private. What is going on? You haven’t mentioned this guy to me at all.” Eve crossed her arms and raised her eyebrows, as if waiting for an answer.
Well, she’ll just have to wait a little longer.
Goldie couldn’t leave Joe out there on the porch. Certainly not after she’d invited him to the reception. “I’ll explain it later, although there’s really nothing to tell. I’m not hiding anything from you. He’s a friend of Grandpa’s. I barely know him.”
“That’s not what it looks like to me. He brought you a chien, for goodness’ sake.” Now Eve was grinning from ear to ear, which irritated Goldie to no end. She knew Goldie hated it when she lapsed into French.
Goldie threw the afghan at her in a wad and huffed off the bed. “I’m sure a chien is nothing more than a casserole. He’s simply being polite, like everyone else.”
Eve didn’t respond.
Verbally, that is.
The twinkle in her eyes spoke volumes.
For reasons beyond Goldie’s comprehension, she felt the need to defend herself. Honestly, what was Eve thinking? Her Grandfather had died only four days ago. “And just so you know, I have less than zero interest in romance right now. No interest at all. None. Whatsoever.”
But even as she spoke the words, the events of the morning played out in her mind like a slide show—the swirl of caramel sauce in the delicate shape of the letter G, the swipe of Java’s pink tongue against her cheek, Joe’s warm cocoa eyes. And, for the grand finale, the tip of Joe’s finger grazing her nose. Her hands shook as she reached for her shoes. As slide shows went, it was a pretty good one.
But really. The man was only being nice. Everyone was. She was the object of the entire neighborhood’s pity. She had her body’s weight worth of casseroles in the next room to prove it. In her heart, she knew it wasn’t pity in the strictest sense of the word. More like good, Christian charity. Believers caring for her in her time of need. Of course, she wasn’t sure if Joe even believed in God. But she suspected his intentions were along the lines of those of her friends and the rest of Turtle Beach.
“There’s absolutely nothing going on between me and Coffee Guy.” Goldie ignored Eve’s raised eyebrows. “I mean, Joe. Nothing at all.”
As if to emphasize her point, to put a big black exclamation mark at the end of it, she slid her feet into her ratty, pink fuzzy slippers instead of her ballet flats.
There. She wiggled her toes inside the fluffy shoes. Like anyone could accuse me of trying to look alluring now.
Eve grimaced at the slippers and Goldie knew she’d effectively made her point. Goldie strode out of the bedroom, Eve hot on her pink fuzzy heels. When she reached the front door, she found Peggy peering through the peep hole.
“Excuse me?” Goldie tapped her on the shoulder and she jumped a clear foot backward.
“Oh. My goodness.” Peggy cheeks glowed crimson. Her curly bob looked even whiter than usual next to her flushed face. “I was just…um…”
“Never mind, I’m well aware of what you were doing.” Goldie motioned towards the door. “Do you mind?”
Eve looped her arm through Peggy’s and they wandered off toward the dining room. Goldie wasn’t fooled. She knew the minute she stepped out on the porch they would pounce on the peephole like two ducks on a June bug.
She blew out a sigh and caught a glimpse of herself in the hall mirror. Curly blonde hair mashed flat on one side, her black dress crumpled from her all-too-brief nap, she looked like a mess. Joe would have to be insane to have any romantic interest in her. She was a walking disaster area. The idea was laughable at best.
She twisted the doorknob and stepped outside.
“Hi Goldie.” He stood in his usual spot on the front steps, his hair rumpled in an endearing sort of way, with a small orange and white dog nestled in his arms. A different dog than the furry Husky with one blue eye and one brown one. The dog he called Java. Goldie thought how strange it was that this man, who she scarcely knew, now had a regular spot on her porch…in her life.
“Hi.” She cleared her throat and instinctively touched the tip of her nose. When she realized what she was doing, she clasped both her hands behind her back.
“Are you doing OK? I mean, with the funeral and all?” Concern colored his features as his voice trailed off. His gaze swept downward and lingered on her faded pink shoes. The corner of his mouth lifted in a half-grin.
Is he smiling? At my feet?
“Oh, you know.” She waved her hand toward the house and its closed door. “It’s a little overwhelming. But I’m glad you came. You were always such a good friend to Grandpa. He would have wanted you to be here.”
Joe nodded and the half-grin vanished for a moment. He looked almost disappointed until Goldie reached over and scratched the little dog on the chin. It licked Goldie’s fingertips and wiggled to escape Joe’s grasp.
“Can I hold it?” Goldie asked, reaching her arms toward the dog. It had a short muzzle and long, silky ears. Goldie thought she recognized it as some sort of spaniel.
“Sure.” He lifted the pup and helped settle it in the crook of Goldie’s elbow.
She nestled the pup against her chest and dipped her chin to nuzzle its silky head. The feather-soft fur felt oddly comforting against Goldie’s skin. “Is it a boy or a girl?”
Joe beamed at her. “She’s a little girl.”
“I thought she might be a girl. She’s so tiny and cute. Very feminine.” The dog’s wispy tail wagged against the inside of her arm. It tickled and a giggle escaped from Goldie’s lips. For a moment, she nearly forgot about the mourners gathered in her living room. “How many dogs do you have, Joe?”
“Just one.” He ran a hand through his thick, dark hair. His expression turned almost sheepish and words like adorable and dreamy floated through Goldie’s thoughts. She blinked several long blinks.
Convinced she was getting her impression of the sweet dog confused with her thoughts of Joe, she asked the obvious question. “Then who does this one belong to?”
He flashed that full-on, thousand-watt smile and took a step closer. Goldie was surprised to find he smelled vaguely of toothpaste. She would have guessed coffee. Not that she’d given it any thought up until this point. Because she hadn’t. Right?
“She belongs to you,” he breathed out in a minty whisper.
Goldie tried to respond, but found herself frozen in time, unable to move or speak. A surprising thrill ran up and down her spine, and then she realized it all had to be a big misunderstanding. Joe must have seen this dog wandering around the neighborhood and thought it was hers for some reason. Although, surely her Grandpa would have mentioned to him if they’d had a dog. And Joe had been in their home plenty of times in those last months. There had never been a dog in sight. “Oh no. I don’t have a dog.”
She held the little spaniel out toward him. The dog’s legs spun in the air as if she were trying to keep afloat.
Joe didn’t reach for the pup. He just shrugged, winked and shoved his hands in the pockets of his khaki dress pants. “You do now.”
The shiver ran up Goldie’s spine again, causing her to feel more tingly, more alive, than she had in weeks. Acting on instinct, she hugged the spaniel close to her chest again. “What? You bought me a dog?”
Joe shook his head. “No, I didn’t buy her. She’s from the shelter. I host a monthly pet adoption at the coffee shop.”
Goldie nodded, as if anything he said made sense. What was happening? How did the shelter and its monthly pet adoption have anything to do with her? People just didn’t go around giving dogs as gifts. Casseroles, yes. Dogs, no. Definitely not.
“Look, I know it may not seem appropriate, and if you don’t want her I understand. I can take her back.” Joe ran his fingertips over the crown of the little pup’s head. She batted long doggy lashes and nudged against his hand for more petting.
She does seem like a sweetheart.
Goldie squeezed the little orange and white dog and held her close enough so that she could feel the thump of a doggie heart beating against her own. It was the closest she’d been to another beating heart in a very long time. “Well, I’d hate to turn her away if she needs a home.”
Joe clasped his hands in front of his chest and closed his eyes for the briefest of moments. It looked almost as though he were praying. “OK. That’s great. Really, really great.”
The dog melted into the crook of Goldie’s arm, a warm bundle of soft fur. Goldie thought perhaps she would let the pup sleep with her in the pink room tonight. Then she realized that for the first time since her grandfather died, she would no longer be alone in the house where she grew up. Before she could stop it, a lone tear of gratitude fell from her lashes.
“Thank you,” she breathed.
Joe nodded and his gaze glowed with understanding. Not pity, or even sympathy. The expression his coffee eyes bore was one of shared grief. “My pleasure.”
Goldie sniffed and shifted from one foot to the other. She really needed to hold it together. But she had to ask him one last question before the two of them went inside and she lost him in the whirlwind of all the other guests. “Why?”
Joe looked up from the dog with a questioning glance. “Why what?”
“Why are you doing all of this for me? You hardly know me.” Her voice cracked with emotion.
Joe’s fingers wrapped around the shiny silver tag on the dog’s pink collar. He turned over the tag, ran his thumb over the engraving and showed it to Goldie. “Because something told me this might be exactly what you need right now.”
Bliss.
The dog’s name was Bliss.
Chapter Three
“You did what?” Cinnamon’s hand froze mid-air until the coffee she was pouring into a cherry red mug spilled over the edges and onto the countertop.
Joe blotted at the mess with a paper towel. “I gave her a dog.”
“A dog? You gave her a dog?”
“Yes.” Joe made air quotes with his fingers. “Chicks dig dogs. Sound familiar?”
Cinnamon groaned and blew a puff of air toward her forehead, momentarily causing her red bangs to go airborne.
Joe furrowed his brow. “What?”
“Dogs are living beings. They’re not meant to be gifts. I would think you, of all people, would know that.” She waved a dishrag toward Java’s dog bed in the corner of the coffee shop. The Husky’s mismatched eyes followed the flailing motions of the dishrag. “How ever did you get the shelter staff to agree to it?”
Joe closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. For such a young girl, Cinnamon certainly had no problem speaking her mind. Even when her boss was on the receiving end of her lecture. “You have a point. But, don’t worry. If for some reason it doesn’t work out, I’ll take the dog. And once I explained the situation to the shelter manager, she understood.”
“And what exactly is the situation?” Cinnamon’s voice rose, full of romantic innuendo.
Joe shot her a look of warning. “It’s not what you think.”
“Then what is it?” Her expression became contrite while she twisted her dishrag and begged. “C’mon, please. You’ve told me this much already.”
Joe’s gaze shot from one empty barstool to the next. They were alone, so he figured he might as well share his moment of epiphany with the bubbly barista. What could it hurt? “Well, as you know I went by Goldie’s house this morning to bring her the latte macchiato…which she loved, by the way.”
“Told ya!” Cinnamon flashed a smile, and the movement of her face caused her nose stud to glisten and sparkle.
Joe attempted to ignore it, although to him it was like trying to ignore a strobe light. “She really liked Java, too. When she petted him it was the first time I’d seen her smile since her grandfather’s passing.” His heart warmed as he remembered her brief instant of joy.
“Told ya so. Again.”
Joe ignored her cocky smirk. “Anyway, on the walk back to the coffee shop I began to pray.”
“Pray?” Cinnamon frowned.
“Yes.”
“What for?”
“For Goldie. I asked God to make her smile again, like she had with Java. I know she won’t stop grieving all at once, but I asked for another smile. Just one. Just one small moment of happiness.”
Cinnamon became very quiet and seemed to be turning his words over in her mind. “Then what happened?”
“I got back to the coffee shop and the animal shelter was here setting up for the pet adoption. I saw the little Cavalier King Charles Spaniel all by herself in the exercise pen.” A chill ran up and down Joe’s spine as he remembered the events of the morning. “At first I thought how strange it was to see a homeless Cavalier. So, I went over to pick her up. Then I saw the tag, and her name, and I knew.”
“Knew what?” Cinnamon bunched the dishrag in her hands, clearly engrossed in his story.
“I knew it was God answering my prayer. It was the perfect moment of clarity.” He clutched his hand to his chest, remembering the scripture that had come immediately to mind. The words had been so clear, so perfect that it was as if an angel had whispered them in his ear right there in the parking lot. How could he possibly explain something so intimate?
“The dog’s name was Bliss. Bliss, of all things.” This part of the story always made him laugh and it did once more.
Cinnamon crossed her arms. “You’re losing me, boss.”
Joe turned to face her. “Ephesians 3:20.”
“From the Bible?”
“Yes.” He closed his eyes and spoke the words aloud. He’d heard them at church many times throughout the years, but never had they meant as much to him as they had this morning while he held the wiggly pup in his arms. “It says God is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to His power that is at work within us.”
He paused and let the scripture and its meaning soak in. “Don’t you see? I asked Him for one smile, one sliver of contentment. But God wants to do more than all I could ever ask or imagine. He wants to give her joy, all-encompassing happiness. He wants to give her bliss.”
Cinnamon gasped. “Wow.”
Joe cleared his throat, now clogged with emotion. “So, I knew the dog belonged to her.”
“That is the most amazing thing I’ve ever heard.” Even Cinnamon sounded choked up. “You really believe in all that, don’t you?”
Joe slid his gaze toward her and realized for the first time that she may not be a believer. After all, he didn’t know that much about her personal life. She was his employee—a recent one, at that. “I do.”
She twisted her dishrag in her hands, stared at it and chewed on her lip. Joe wondered what she was thinking and whether or not anyone had spoken to her about Jesus before.
“You know, Cinnamon, you’re always welcome to come to my church sometime. It’s very laid back. We meet right on the beach.” And just to make sure she didn’t get the wrong idea, he added, “I could introduce you to some of the other kids there your age.”
She rolled up the white towel and hit him with it in the arm. “You sound like my dad. I’m not a child, you know. I’ll turn twenty in a few months.”
“Well, just know you’re welcome. Anytime.” There. He’d extended the offer. Maybe someday she would show up. He was unsure what else he could do and not cross some sort of imaginary boundary line. He was possibly crossing one already. But, he considered Cinnamon a friend in addition to his employee. Besides, were there really any boundary lines when doing the Lord’s work was concerned?
She nodded, a wistful look crossing her features, before returning to her usual perky self. “Joe, tell me more about Goldie.”
Perky and nosy, to be precise.
He grabbed another crimson coffee mug and filled it from the fresh pot of decaf. “Don’t you think it’s time we get back to work?”
She rolled her eyes and waved her arms around the empty coffee shop. “Hello? We don’t have any customers right now. Good grief, Joe. You’re such a guy. I’m not asking you to share your deepest darkest feelings, although your reluctance to talk about her right now speaks volumes.”
Joe sipped his coffee and tried to ignore her raised eyebrows.
“One thing. Just tell me one thing about her.” Clearly she wasn’t going to relent.
“All right, one thing.” Joe tried to inject some authority into his voice. Although at this point, he’d probably lost whatever power he’d once had over the conversation. “Then I’m disappearing into my office while you experiment with some more new coffee drinks. OK?”
Cinnamon held up her right hand. “OK. Scout’s honor.”
“Hmm. I didn’t realize the scouts were allowing nose rings these days.” He just couldn’t resist.
She jammed a hand on her hip. “I’m waiting. One thing. You promised.”
“OK, OK. I was just teasing.” Joe paused, a warm sensation coming over him, like a tender embrace. There were a million things about Goldie he could share—countless little details he’d treasured over the years. The types of things other people may not even notice. But he’d taken each and every one and saved it in his memory for moments like this one. He realized he wasn’t telling Cinnamon about Goldie because she’d pestered him. He wanted to talk about Goldie. “She likes to wear scarves.”
“Scarves?” Cinnamon’s hand flew to her neck. “Like knitted winter scarves?”
“No. Silk scarves, like you see women wearing all the time in old movies. Sometimes she wraps one around her ponytail and other times knotted around her purse. I’ve seen them woven through the belt loops of her jeans before, too.” The last one he’d seen her wear was deep purple and it had caused her blue eyes to look almost lavender. When he closed his eyes, he could still see her lilac gaze peeking at him from behind blonde curls.
Cinnamon cocked her head, once again sending the nose ring into a dazzling fit. “That’s so retro. And pretty cool.”
“Yea, I think it’s pretty cool, too.” He frowned, the warm feeling in his heart now tinged with sadness. “I haven’t seen her wear one since her grandfather died.”
“I’ll bet she’ll start wearing them again. You know, when she’s feeling more like her normal self again.”
“You’re probably right.” Joe pushed off from the counter where he’d been resting his elbows, and whistled toward the dog bed. “C’mon Java, let’s go do some paperwork.”
Cinnamon’s gaze followed the big Husky as he trotted toward him. “Joe?”
“Hmm?”
“I’m sorry about the way I acted when you first told me about Bliss. Giving Goldie the dog was the right thing to do. It was a brave, bold move.” She winked. “And the right one.”
Joe took a dog biscuit from one of his pockets and offered it to Java. He smiled. “I think so, too.”
****
“Well, it’s not a casserole. That’s for sure.” Peggy watched Bliss tumble head over heels, as she charged across the living room and tackled Goldie’s slipper.
Goldie squealed and, much to the Cavalier’s delight, kicked off the shoe. The pup shook it in her jaws with fury, and then collapsed on top of the pink fuzz.
The post-funeral crowd had thinned to only the three women sitting in the den—Goldie, Peggy and Eve. Well, technically it was four if you counted the spaniel.
“I cannot believe he brought you a dog.” Eve stared at Bliss as if she were an alien from outer space. “I mean, what was he thinking?”
“I, for one, think it’s adorable. I think he is adorable.” Peggy clutched her heart for emphasis. “Honestly, Goldie. That young man is a keeper.”
Goldie bit the inside of her cheek to keep from grinning in tentative agreement. “I’m not keeping him. I don’t even have him.”
Eve lifted a brow at the romping Cavalier King Charles Spaniel. “I beg to differ.”
“What?” Goldie’s gaze flitted back and forth between the two women. She waved a hand in Bliss’s direction. “This doesn’t mean anything. He’s a friend. Nothing more.”
It didn’t escape her notice that a week ago, she wouldn’t have even referred to him as a friend. He was an acquaintance at best.
Or so she thought.
“That,” Peggy pointed a finger at the dog, now nestled between Goldie’s feet with her head resting serenely on Goldie’s toe, “is not your typical ‘friendly’ gesture. I didn’t see anyone else bring you a dog today. Did you, Eve?”
“Oh sure,” she said with an eye roll. “There are about 15 of them or so piled on the dining room table next to the casseroles. Shall I put them in the freezer next to the other leftovers?”
Peggy and Eve collapsed into a fit of giggles.
“Don’t you pay any attention to them, Bliss.” Goldie scooped the dog into her arms and nestled her cheek into the downy, soft fur. “No one’s going to put you in the freezer.”
“Oh. My. Gosh.” Eve’s eyes widened as she watched Goldie snuggle with her new dog. “You’re keeping it, aren’t you?”
“Of course.” Goldie held Bliss in the protective crook of her arm. “Why wouldn’t I?”
“Maybe because your pal, your buddy, your ‘friend’ Joe, dumped it in your lap without even asking if you wanted a dog.” She flailed her arms around and Bliss flinched. “It was a sweet gesture, but you shouldn’t feel obligated to keep the dog just because he gave it to you.”
“Her,” Goldie corrected. “She’s not an it. She’s a her.”
“Whatever. You get the picture. All I’m saying is you are not required to keep that dog.” Eve pointed at the Cavalier, a look of disgust creeping into her features.
“I know.” Goldie laid a hand on Bliss’s back as the pup curled into a ball and her eyelids fluttered shut. “But she needs a home. And I need…”
Goldie paused. What exactly, did she need? Above all, she needed the comfort of knowing she wasn’t all alone in her grandfather’s house. She needed to finally talk to God about all she was feeling. She needed to know she still mattered. She needed a reason to get up in the morning. Bliss took care of all these needs. Except the God part. “…I need her.”
She needed her. Plain and simple. The part that wasn’t quite so simple is how Joe had known exactly what she needed. Of all people, he had been the one to look into her heart and see what would bring her back to life. Not her friends. Not anyone else in Turtle Beach. Not even Care Group. Just Joe.
The thought gave Goldie pause.
And a fluttering sensation deep inside.
“Why are you so skeptical?” She directed her question at Eve. “I thought you were rooting for some kind of love connection between Joe and me.”
Joe and me. The very words tasted strange on her tongue, but not at all unpleasant. Perhaps it was something she could grow accustomed to, like the rich flavor of coffee.
“Hey, the guy is clearly enamored with you. That’s all I was trying to say.” Her wide-eyed look of faux innocence told Goldie that Eve longed to say plenty more.
“What?” Goldie’s impatient voice caused Bliss to waken with a start in her lap. She patted the little dog’s head in apology. “Go ahead. Tell me.”
Eve sighed. “I love you. You know that. So, please don’t take this the wrong way.”
Goldie swallowed and wondered what was coming next.
“For years now your whole life has revolved around the big guy. I know you loved him dearly and wouldn’t trade all those years with him for the world.” Eve nodded with sympathy.
Goldie buried her fingers in the warm scruff of Bliss’s neck and resisted the urge to scream. Love him, not “loved” him. I still love him and always will.
“But, now he’s gone and it is time for you to move on. You can do whatever you want. Go back to school, travel the world, get an exciting job. This is your opportunity to embark on whatever adventure God has planned for you.”
“People with jobs have dogs,” Goldie answered flatly. “So do people in school. And people who travel.”
“I know. Keep the dog if that’s what you really want.” She shrugged. “I’m just not so sure if you should keep Joe.”
“What?” Peggy, who had been uncharacteristically silent up until this point, almost jumped out her chair.
Eve held up her hands to shield herself. If Goldie hadn’t been so drained by the topic of this conversation, she would have laughed at Eve’s efforts at self-preservation. How many times had they joked before about how they were both secretly afraid of Peggy? Too many to count. She might be elderly, but she was no “little old lady.” Not by a long shot. One time Goldie had even seen her threaten a pair of total strangers with her knitting needles when she overheard them make a racial slur about a nearby child. Goldie had recounted the scene in great detail for Eve on more than one occasion. Every time, Eve had shuddered with mock terror. Judging by the look of fear in her eyes now, Goldie thought perhaps some of that terror had been real.
“Nothing. Never mind,” Eve squeaked out. Her gaze darted around frantically. No doubt looking for the pointy knitting needles.
“Oh, by all means continue. Tell us exactly what is wrong with that sweet man.” Peggy crossed her arms and stared daggers at Eve.
“Well, first of all, I agree that he seems very nice.” Eve flashed a shaky smile and perched on the very edge of the recliner, looking ready to bolt at the first glimpse of knitting needle. “But don’t you find him the slightest bit, well, old-fashioned? I mean, have you been inside his coffee shop? It’s like a museum. Hello? Has the guy ever seen a Starbucks?”
“Oh, please. This is Turtle Beach, not New York City,” Peggy countered with a satisfied smirk. “Besides, there’s nothing wrong with old-fashioned values. Things like kindness, loyalty and good manners,”
“Since when is it considered good manners to bring a dog to a funeral?”
That did it. Peggy and Eve bickered and talked over one another until Goldie couldn’t tell who was saying what. There had never been so much yelling in the house since her Grandpa had accused George Brown of cheating at Checkers at their Fourth of July party when Goldie was in eleventh grade.
In the middle of it all, Goldie sat completely silent and stroked Bliss’s long, copper ears. Part of her longed to add her two cents to the conversation. She wanted to tell them about the fancy caramel coffee drink Joe had brought her that very morning. If asked, she could describe the drizzled caramel G in excruciating detail. She would have explained how that exquisite beverage was the result of his daily quest to get her to drink coffee. Without ever realizing it, she’d come to rely on his presence every morning on the front steps. It gave her new lonely life one constant source of companionship, even though at times it was through a closed door.
She thought about trying to explain how something in his warm chocolate eyes told her he understood her grief down to its core. And that those same sensitive eyes always sparkled with humor when he looked at her Sponge Bob pajamas or fuzzy pink slippers.
Most of all, she wanted to say that it was Joe’s presence—and his rather unexpected gift—that had gotten her through one of the worst days of her life.
But in the end, Goldie said none of those things. She didn’t know what was happening between her and Joe, but whatever it was felt deeply personal. Almost sacred.
So she said nothing at all.
Chapter Four
Goldie wasn’t sure how it happened. One minute, she was out for a morning stroll with Bliss bobbing at the end of her new, pink patent leather leash and the next…
Well, the next minute she found herself hovering at the entrance of Joe’s Coffee Shop. What was she doing here? Her intention had been to head over to the Turtle Beach Library to check out some books on dog training and puppies, maybe even learn a bit more about Cavalier King Charles Spaniels.
Her eyes widened at the sight of the bright yellow awning with Joe’s name marching across it in big letters. How had she gotten here? It was as if her feet had walked here completely of their own accord.
She glanced down at Bliss. “Please tell me this was your idea. You dragged me here, right?”
The spaniel looked up at her with melting, doe eyes.
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