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Wynne was so absorbed in her latest doodle (“Holiday Café”) that she didn’t even notice her coworker Parker’s arrival till he peered over the counter and asked, “New café plans?” 

Wynne jumped. “What? Oh! Yeah, I had this idea for like a pop-up holiday-themed café, sort of like Holiday Inn if you’ve ever seen that movie? Where the Inn is only open on the holidays? So the idea is that this café would be like a food truck, only you could come inside it like it was a Bookmobile, and it would be totally redecorated for each holiday... Although I’ve been having trouble differentiating Flag Day and Memorial Day and the Fourth of July.” 

“All those flags,” Parker agreed. 

“I suppose you could do different flag arrangements for different holidays – I was thinking for Flag Day in particular it might be fun to have historical American flags, not just the modern flag – but will that be different enough to bring customers in for all three?” 

“Hmm,” said Parker. Parker’s hmmm was a low rumbling hum. It made him sound like a massive bumblebee, an impression strengthened by his golden hair and his work ethic: he had only gotten to work two seconds ago and he was already measuring out a fresh batch of coffee.

Wynne was suddenly convinced that he was bored with the whole thing. “It’s a silly idea for a café anyway; it would never make money,” she said, and shoved the doodled-upon receipt in her pocket. “I just come up with these things when I’m nervous. I’ve been waiting all morning for Shannon to come in and she hasn’t yet.”  

Parker stopped, the spoon full of coffee beans poised above the grinder. “Seriously?” he said. 

“I know,” Wynne said. “She complained so much about the store being closed for Memorial Day, I really thought she’d be waiting at the door at seven a.m. this morning, hoping I’d let her in before Campus Coffee officially opened. I’ve been kind of dreading it all weekend, which is dumb, because she’s not even that bad. I mean, not nearly as bad as Mr. Beaver... Do you remember Mr. Beaver? Was he still around when you started working here?”

“Yes.” 

“He was so awful. Once I dropped a Splenda wrapper in his coffee – you remember how he’d just stand there and watch while you put his six and three-quarters Splendas in his coffee? – well, my hands were shaking, so the wrapper fell in. You’d think he’d caught me pouring cyanide in his cup. ‘You’ve worked here since Christmas and you still don’t know how to make a simple cup of coffee!’” Wynne said, deepening her voice into her best Mr. Beaver imitation. 

Parker laughed. Wynne was startled – she hadn’t meant to be funny – and then grinned ruefully. “I guess it is kind of funny.” 

“Now that he’s been banned,” Parker agreed. 

“Yeah.” Wynne sighed. “And Shannon’s not nearly that bad.”

“Did you have a good Memorial Day anyway?” Parker asked. “Despite Shannon hanging over your head?” 

“Oh yeah! Kayleen and Bri – my high school friends – we all hung out by Bri’s pool, it was great. And Kayleen’s mom had a huge cookout ... Oh! That could be the theme for the Memorial Day café! We could open up the roof of the café to the sky and bring in a grill, and it could be like a Memorial Day cookout for people who don’t have a big family cookout to go to. Yeah.” Wynne pulled her receipt out of her pocket to write it down, then looked up at Parker. “How about you? How was your Memorial Day?”  

“Good.” 

She should have expected that answer. Parker never said much about himself. For all she knew, he might have been an orphan who lived in the Batcave. 

Parker was bent almost double to check the low fridge. “I’m going to get more milk from the basement,” he said. 

“What? But – Oh, okay,” Wynne said, repressing just in time her desire to say, But what if Shannon comes?

Wynne had used Holiday Café to push aside the dread for most of the morning, but now it came surging back. Dread is like a gas – Wynne had written this in a chemistry notebook back in her sophomore year of high school – it expands the fill the space available to it. And unfortunately the quiet Hawkins summer left it lots and lots of space. 

The worst part was that Shannon wasn’t even worth dreading. She never shouted or belittled anyone or did anything like that. She was just... persistent. 

And Wynne couldn’t say no. Every day she resolved to hold her ground, No I cannot give you an extra punch on your rewards card Shannon, but if Shannon wheedled...

“Hey girl hey!” 

Speak of the devil. Here she was. A fake smile popped onto Wynne’s face. “Shannon! Hi! How was your Memorial Day? I see you survived three days without a hot caramel.”

“Oh, I made it through,” Shannon said. “It would be great if you guys could sell me one of those jugs of caramel sauce, though.”

“But Shannon,” said Wynne. “We checked on Friday, remember? The caramel sauce doesn’t even have a barcode.”

“Couldn’t you estimate, though?” Shannon persisted. “If you looked at how much they cost to order?”

Wynne had the sensation of sinking in quicksand. If only Shannon would take no for an answer! “I don’t know how to check the order,” Wynne said. “I don’t have anything to do with that – or with inventory either, it’d mess up the inventory if we sold one. But maybe if you spoke to our student manager, Ashley...”

“Say no more, say no more,” Shannon said, lifting her hands as if in surrender. “Ashley doesn’t get me like you do, girl.” 

Wynne’s smile was becoming painfully fixed. 

“It’d just be really nice, you know, because you guys are closed for weekends all summer...” Shannon said. 

“I totally get that,” Wynne said. “By Sunday evening I’m basically undergoing iced coffee withdrawal. If only I had any idea how to ring the caramel sauce up...” She shrugged and smiled apologetically and said, “So you want your usual? Large skim milk hot caramel with no whipped cream and two shakes of cinnamon?”

“Of course! You got it, girl!” Shannon said. “And could you put the extra hot milk in a cup for me on the side?”

“Shannon,” Wynne began hopelessly. “I know Ashley’s told you – it’s a waste of a cup...”

Shannon widened her eyes. She had very large eyes to begin with and when she widened them, they took over her entire face. “I haven’t been able to have a hot caramel all weekend,” she said, in that tone that always reminded Wynne of Oliver Twist saying please, sir, I want some more, and for all Wynne knew maybe Shannon was desperately hungry. She was so skinny, and Wynne never saw her in the dining hall. These hot caramels might be all that Shannon ever ate. 

Wynne cracked like an egg. “Well – I guess if I put the milk in a sample cup,” she bargained. “We never use the sample cups anyway...”

“Yeah girlfriend!” Shannon cried. 

Wynne hoped like hell that Parker wouldn’t get back before Shannon had paid and gone. She wasn’t really supposed to give Shannon extra milk. Ashley had once tossed the extra cup in the trash when she caught Wynne doing it, and Wynne had burned with shame for days even though Ashley had directed her reproof at Shannon rather than Wynne. Now Shannon. You know we can only give you the milk that fits in your cup. Please don’t take advantage of the new baristas who don’t know any better.

Even then, Wynne had not been a new barista. She definitely knew better. 

Wynne nearly dropped the sample cup when Parker came in through the swinging doors, three gallons of milk in either hand. But he didn’t seem to notice anything, just moved on toward the fridge. 

“That’ll be $3.75,” Wynne told Shannon

Shannon took out a five-dollar bill. Then she took out her punch card – ten punches and you get a free drink – and then there was just the most infinitesimal pause, and Wynne’s heart sank into her shoes. That was Shannon’s tell. She was going to ask for an extra punch.

Shannon glanced at Parker (still unloading the milks into the fridge) and leaned forward conspiratorially. “So yesterday...” she began.

“We were closed yesterday,” Wynne said quickly. “For Memorial Day.” 

“I mean last Friday,” Shannon said, switching gears without a hitch. 

“I punched your card last Friday,” Wynne said. 

“I know you did,” said Shannon. “You always remember.” Wynne hated this more than anything, this false chumminess, as if she and Shannon were in some kind of league against Wynne’s fellow punch-withholding baristas. “But I came back in the afternoon for round two and they forgot then, so...”

“Shannon,” Wynne said unhappily. 

“I just really need my punch,” Shannon said. 

“Yes, but... But Shannon, you know Ashley says that you’ve got to ask for your punch right when you buy the drink. I know she’s told you that. We can’t make it up for you the next day.”

“Well Ashley was busy, and I didn’t want to interrupt her,” Shannon said. She leaned forward, gripping the edge of the counter. “Please, Wynne?” 

Wynne felt as if she stood on a dune and the sand was crumbling away beneath her feet. “Well...”

But Parker’s voice floated over her shoulder. “Now Shannon,” he said, friendly but firm. “You know that you have to get the punch on the day that you buy the drink.”

Wynne nearly died on the spot when she saw his gaze flicker from Shannon’s face to that little sample cup of milk. Time seemed to stop – her face was on fire – her vision contracted at the edges, and she could see the future, where he picked up the cup and tossed it in the trash – 

But he didn’t. He glanced very briefly at Wynne, and then looked at Shannon and smiled, unyielding.

Shannon didn’t even blink. “Oh right,” she said, as if she had not been told this at least a hundred times. “Well, I was just hoping that just this once you could make an exception...”

“I’m afraid we can’t,” Parker said. 

“Well of course if you can’t that’s all right,” Shannon said. “Just today’s punch, then!”

Wynne’s hands felt far away from her body. She fumbled the card as she took it, and had trouble with the hole punch, and dropped the card onto the counter before she managed to return it to Shannon’s hand. Shannon’s fingers were cold. “Have a nice day,” Wynne said, her voice unnaturally chirpy. 

“Always great to see you, girl!” Shannon said. 

And then – small mercies – rather than take up her usual favorite armchair in the corner, she left. 

Parker didn’t say anything about the milk. Wynne took up a sanitizing rag and tried to scrub away her sins by cleaning the espresso machine, but the soft music playing on the boom box seemed excruciatingly loud in the silence. 

At last she tossed aside her sanitizer rag and turned the music off and cried, “Oh, say something! The suspense is killing me. I know I’m not supposed to give her extra milk, but she always looks so sad, and I just can’t say no to her!” 

Parker had been scrubbing out the inside of an urn. He looked up now, the scrub brush still in hand, and he said, “Do you want to switch shifts?”

This was not what Wynne had expected. “What?” 

“You wouldn’t have to worry about saying no to her then,” Parker explained. “Either Ashley or I would always be here with you. We could deal with Shannon.”

It was a generous offer, and yet Wynne felt curiously humiliated. “I’m all right,” she said, and added, a little defiantly, “Do you even know how to make all the drinks?” 

“I could muddle through.”

Wynne was breathless in the face of his confidence. “How can you say that? You’ve been a barista for maybe four weeks! It was four months before I felt like I had a handle on the drinks!” 

A slow smile spread across his face. He covered it with a hand. He had a dimple in his cheek, Wynne noticed. “That’s a terrible idea, isn’t it?” he said. “We’ve got standards to uphold. But listen – ” And now he was serious. “We’ve got an hour overlapping every day, and usually not a lot of customers. Why don’t we spend some time going over drinks? That way, if you decide that you do want to switch...”

The humiliation was winning out over the gratitude. “I’ll be fine,” Wynne said shortly, and instantly felt bad about that shortness. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to snap at you. I just... If I can’t learn how to manage Shannon, then I might as well just burn all those café plans I’ve made. I’ll never be able to manage a café if I can’t say no to anyone.” 

Parker considered this. He stood with his head tilted to one side, as if thinking, and then he nodded. “All right,” he said. He went back to scrubbing the urn, then stopped and said, “That sad look she gets? I bet that’s what got Mom and Dad to buy her candy in the check-out line at the supermarket when she was a kid.”

Wynne wasn’t convinced. “My dad used to buy me candy in the supermarket check-out line all the time,” she said. “And I’d never...”

But her voice dwindled as Damien popped into her head: Damien, her high school crush. When showering him with attention hadn’t won him over, sometimes she’d dissolved into tears and sad puppy eyes. The tears and sadness had been sincere, and yet she cringed when she remembered them now.

“Because you’ve learned better,” Parker said. “Shannon just hasn’t, yet. And you’d really be doing her a favor by helping her learn, don’t you think?” 

“Probably,” Wynne said hollowly. ​
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Chapter 2
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This wasn’t what Wynne had hoped for when she had signed up to work at Campus Coffee for the summer. She had hoped – “I hoped Shannon would stop coming during the summer,” Wynne told Kayleen. It was their weekly Friday afternoon Skype session. Wynne lay on the grass beneath the oak trees on the campus green, while Kayleen lounged in her bedroom beneath her big Sailor Moon poster. Wynne had a matching one in her dorm. 

“It’s always the wrong ones who stay,” Kayleen sympathized. 

“I’m absolutely consumed with dread the moment I open the doors each morning,” Wynne said, “and she’s not even that bad. I mean, it’s not a Mr. Beaver situation.”

“He’s the one who threw a cup of coffee on Ashley?” 

“Yeah. After she became the student manager – through the new internship program I was telling you about, the one I want to do? Pretty much the first thing she did was tell Mr. Beaver he couldn’t abuse us anymore. He said ‘I want to speak to your manager,’ and Ashley told him, ‘I am the manager,’ and then...”

“...he threw a cup of coffee in her face,” finished Kayleen.

“I’ve told you this story too many times.” 

“Lies. You could tell me this story five hundred times and I would love it every time. My managers have all been craven ‘Appease the customer at all costs’ types.” 

“And that’s just the kind of manager I’m terrified I’ll be if I ever get to run my own café,” Wynne said. “How will I ever stand up to the Mr. Beavers of the world when even Shannon...” She waved a hand in the air. “When I was home over Memorial Day I dug out some of my hand-outs from therapy. To see if any of that would help.” 

“Weren’t you in therapy for test anxiety?” Kayleen asked. 

“Well yeah, but anxiety is anxiety is anxiety, right?”

Kayleen looked unconvinced. “A test can’t throw a cup of coffee in your face.” 

“Neither will Shannon. She doesn’t even raise her voice. She just asks for things and... I hate saying no.” A memory hit Wynne; she cringed. “I made a total fool of myself in front of Parker the other day. He caught me giving her extra milk.”

“Extra milk? Oh, that’s terrible.”

“I know it sounds silly, but it’s really a big deal,” Wynne insisted. “I mean, he didn’t say anything about it, but. Ugh.” Wynne rested her cheek on the cool grass. “Sometimes I wish I’d just stayed in West Lafayette with you guys. I don’t even have any friends here. My roommate’s in her lab all the time.” 

“You could still come!” Kayleen said. 

Wynne shook her head. “I’d be letting Ashley and Parker down.”

“I’m sure they could find someone else.” 

“No, I just... my entire room at home is full of Hobbit collectibles Dad bought. I just can’t stand sleeping under ten thousand beady little eyes.” 

“Ah.” Kayleen knew about Dad’s collectible binges. “What’s he stressed about now?”

“He’s trying to get his book published. According to him, it’ll never get published, and therefore he’s a disgrace to his profession and has been an imposter all along. I’ve been through this before,” Wynne said. “He spent six years telling us all he’d never get tenure.”

“Doesn’t he have tenure?”

“Oh yes,” Wynne said, a little bitterly. “And I’m sure the book will work out in the end too. And,” she said, and sighed, “probably so will this Shannon thing.”

“Just think of her as a test in human form,” Kayleen suggested. “Like those oral exams we used to have in French.”

“I cried during one of those.”  

“Yeah, but you passed anyway.”  

“Because I kept talking. Yeah. Madame always said that was the most important thing, to keep talking till you make yourself understood even if you know you’re not getting it all exactly right...”

And then they got distracted talking about Provence – “It would be so cool if we could study abroad with the same program!” – and Kayleen’s plans to visit at the end of June, and then Kayleen had to go meet Bri for ice cream. Wynne closed her laptop and lay down with her head on top of it.

She could have been right this minute walking to the Silver Dipper with Kayleen and instead she’d marooned herself here. If only...

But spending the summer at home would have meant constantly reassuring her father that he would get his book published, really Dad, please don’t cry. So. 

Wynne’s cell phone rang. She jumped at the sound. People didn’t call very often, they usually just texted. And she had just been thinking about Dad... 

But when she picked up the phone, the caller ID said Renee. Who the heck...? 

But then Wynne remembered. There had been a Renee in her geology class, and they’d exchanged phone numbers when they did a volcano project together. 

A sudden hope lifted Wynne’s spirits. She answered the phone on the fourth ring. “Renee?” 

“Wynne!” Renee said. “You’re in Girondin for the summer, aren’t you?”

“Yes!” Wynne cried, her hope blooming to the size of a peony. “Yes,” she said, more quietly. 

“Great!” Renee said. “So am I. I’m hosting a period drama marathon tonight – I’m house-sitting for Professor Wulf, I can send you the address – and I know this is all super last minute, so I totally understand if you can’t come, but I only just found out you were in town so I thought I’d invite you just in case...”

“Yes!” Wynne practically shouted. She would have come even if it had been something she didn’t care for, but fortunately – “I love period drama. I grew up on period drama. What are we watching?”

“Emma. The Romola Garai version.”

“I love that one,” Wynne said. “I dressed up as Emma for Halloween when I was thirteen. Do you want me to bring cookies or anything? Or no, I’ll bake a cake. Or maybe I should dig out my Regency recipes... How many people will be there anyway?” 

“Maybe half a dozen? We’ll see if Amelia and her minions can tear themselves away from the lab. I’m so glad I found out you’re in town! You only work mornings, right? We’ll have to hang out in the afternoons sometimes.”

“That sounds like fun,” Wynne said, and held back her whoop until she had hung up the phone. Then she leaped up and ran in a great circle around the green, her arms outspread like an airplane. “Yes! Yes! Yes!” 

A pound cake, simple and classic: that’s what she would make. Lemon drizzle would have been nice, but she didn’t have lemons or the time to walk to the grocery store, so a vanilla glaze would have to do. 

Renee texted her an address in a long-settled neighborhood out past campus. Wynne walked carefully along sidewalks buckled by the roots of massive trees, admiring the comfortable old houses. Tall purple irises grew in the gardens. Empty porch swings hung on the wide porches; trumpet vines climbed trellises. It was too early for the trumpet flowers to bloom, but if Wynne got invited back...
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