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DEDICATION

 


Valentine’s Day used to be synonymous with
disappointment—for years. And then this newspaper editor showed me
that Valentine’s Day could be different—because he was different.
In his attempt to resurrect my belief in love, Valentine’s Day and
happily ever after, he mailed me a mixed CD of love songs. Mary
Hates Valentine’s Day kicked off with “Love Stinks” by the J. Geils
Band and concluded with “Cupid” by Sam Cooke. A few other songs
spliced in this CD were Prince’s “Erotic City,” which will make any
girl rethink love and “Brass in Pocket’ by The Pretenders. This man
single-handedly kept Cupid in business. And in turn, he kept my
hope alive. He still does—every day.

I don’t know how to burn a CD of songs, so
Ron Gullberg, this is my Valentine for you. It’s a love story. I
think you may relate to the hero’s journey. He’s got his hands full
with a headstrong heroine. She’s not a big fan of Valentine’s Day.
Weird, right?

Thank you for introducing me to the art of
good coffee, the Bee Gees, and trips around the world. My entire
world is infinitely richer because of you. I love you.

Mary Billiter, AKA, Pumpkin Spice
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Chapter One

 


“Can I get your name?”

Slate gray eyes with tiny threads of blue so
faint it almost looked silver, stared at me from across the
counter. For a moment, I forgot what I was doing.

“Kenzi,” he said in a deep masculine
voice.

Kenzi? I tapped the black permanent
marker against the red paper cup. Did I hear that right? I
casually leaned toward the cash register to get a full view of this
guy. Broad shoulders stretched across his black wool coat. His hand
rested on his brown belt and revealed a narrow waist that was
accentuated by a white dress shirt that looked slim-fitting. No
flab on this guy. And he was fairly tall. He didn’t look like a
Kenzi. Maybe he’s a guy named Sue. I choked back a chuckle.
Still, my pen didn’t move. Even though the training manual clearly
stated that every customer’s name had to be personalized on their
to-go cup, I couldn’t help myself. “Your name is Kenzi?”

His cheeks tinged with color that crept up
to his bald, shorn head. “No. I’m Pete. The drink is for Kenzi—with
an I. K-e-n-z-i.”

“Oh…” I snapped and immediately wished I
hadn’t. I turned to Sal, the other barista on duty. “Sorry.”

“Yeah.” She playfully wagged a finger at me.
Her long, red acrylic nails were decorated with silver hearts and
glittered with diamonds. I don’t know how she worked with them, but
she did. “Let’s keep the snapping to a minimum today, k? You’re
working a double, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, I come back to cover the PM
shift.”

“Me too.” Her ink black hair was pulled back into a
tight ponytail that was wrapped around her head into a bun. Two
chopsticks held it together. She kicked out her metallic clog,
which was splashed with a silvery imprint that sparkled beneath the
overhead lighting. “Listen, girly, I can only handle so much
snapping in one day.”

“Got it.” I quickly wrote “Kenzi” and dotted
the “I” with a heart. It matched the red heart motif the coffee
house had vomited in homage of Valentine’s Day. Paper hearts hung
from the ceiling. What a waste of good construction paper.
“So what drink can we get started for Kenzi with an ‘I’?”

“She prefers the drip coffee.”

He eyed the machines behind me.

“I’m almost out of the dark roast….”
Because I keep drinking it like water. “But I can brew some
more.”

“No … that’s okay. How about the blonde
blend?”

Yup, starting on that next. I nodded.
“Room for cream?”

“You betcha.”

I turned on the heel of my skid-free, flat,
very boring, black regulated shoes and glanced at him over my
shoulder. A strand of my white-blonde hair escaped the mandatory
ponytail and hung in my face. “You from North Dakota?” I blew the
hair out of my way and flipped the lever on the machine. A stream
of lightly bodied caramel-colored coffee flowed into the cup. The
rich, flavorful smell of a morning done right rose to my nose. Or
rather a morning on five cups of coffee.

“North Dakota? Yaa, sure, ya betcha.” His
laughter sounded like a wheeze and instantly made me smile. “No, I
just saw Fargo the other night, and I guess I didn’t realize
I was talking…”

He paused. I snuck a peek at him. He rolled
his eyes. “I’m not from Fargo. Or North Dakota. I’m from Wyoming.
I’m from here.”

His voice was easy to listen to, and without
thinking I topped off his coffee. Ah, shit. I quickly placed
a lid on the overflowing cup before anyone noticed I screwed up the
easiest drink to make at Java the Hut—though our name resembled the
Star Wars enterprise we roasted our own coffee and usually
had the best service in Casper. Unless I was on duty and then all
bets were off.

“One blonde roast with room for cream,” I
lied, carefully handing him the extremely full beverage.

I punched the order into the computer and
watched as the morning commuters start to pull into the parking
lot. Crap. This is going to be a long shift, and I’ve got that
thing on campus.

“That’ll be $2.21,” I said proudly. I’ve
got this. Grad school’s totally paying off. I didn’t completely
screw up.

He reached into the back pocket of his tan
dress slacks. “I had one more order though.” His voice was
tentative as he handed me his credit card.

“Right. What can I get started for you?” I
grabbed another annoyingly bright, in your face with love and
hearts, red paper cup and uncapped my marker.

“Double-tall, two pump, no whip, mocha,” he
said, clearly verbatim.

I heard the words, but my brain didn’t
respond. The signal for my hand to start writing stalled. Instead,
my pen stayed at the ready.

“Double tall…” I searched the side of the
cup for the box to check, but I couldn’t find it. “Tall … where is
that?”

“I think that’s the size of the cup,” he
said, looking at me. The overhead light caught the flecks of blue
in his eyes, and they went from silver to slate and back again. For
some reason he reminded me of Superman. Maybe it was the way he
stood with his hands on his hips. Still if he was Superman then
he’d understand that my kryptonite were these stupid coffee cups. I
don’t know why, but my normal functioning brain seemed to falter
when it came to choosing the right sized cup. The names just didn’t
seem to match with the portion of the cup. I always reached for the
middle cup regardless of what a customer ordered. And then I always
seemed dumbfounded when I couldn’t locate the size on the side as I
was frantically looking for it now like a buffoon.

Fortunately, Superman swooped in, reached
between the cash register and the stack of music CDs and pointed
toward the three varying sizes. “Tall is the first one,” he said
pointing to the smallest cup in the pile. “Grande is the second,”
which wasn’t very grand in size. “And Venti is the third.”

I looked at him and shook my head. I grabbed
the tallest cup, the “Venti” and held it out. “This should
be the tall.”

He wheezed a laugh again. “Venti in Italian
means twenty.”

I raised my shoulders to my ears. “And …
that means nothing when it comes to looking at the
cups.”

He leaned toward the counter. “It holds
twenty ounces.”

I rolled my eyes and waved the obnoxious red
cup at him. “I know it holds twenty ounces. I’m not stupid. I just
don’t think they named the cups correctly.”

He grinned. “Fair enough. The Venti
is the tallest cup amongst the three, and it’s also the
largest in capacity. But—” His voice was cautionary and
honeyed. “In your coffee house, the truest tall is the
shortest cup in the stack.” He paused and then smiled. “Tall is the
new small.”

A full smile broke across my face.

He leaned in again toward me like he was
about to reveal a great secret. “And I never thought you were
stupid.”

My chest deflated with air. “Okay, maybe I
got a bit defensive.”

“Just a tall-sized amount,” he said.

I giggled. “It’s just that it usually
doesn’t take me this long to get something. I’m usually much
… smarter,” I said under my breath. I put the Grande back on its
stack and grabbed the smallest cup in the wheelhouse and wrote his
name on it: “Pete.” There was no letter to dot with a heart so I
placed one beside the last “e” in his name.

“Okay, Pete, enough of my rant on cup sizes
and their ill-gotten names. I know you want a double tall, which
means two shots of espresso.” By a mere act of God or Java himself,
I found the box labeled “shot” and wrote “2” inside it. “And you
also wanted…” I looked at him and my ponytail shook behind me. “Oh
my gosh. Can you repeat that again?”

“Two pump.”

“Right. I knew that,” I snapped again.
What the hell? I’m one snap away from losing my job or being
relegated to decaf.

“Okay.” I took a deep breath. I scanned the
side of the cup, but by now the boxes began to blur against the red
background. Screw it. I just started writing directly on his
cup. “Two pump.”

“No whip, mocha,” he said.

By the time I handed the cup to Sal my
scrawled writing looked like his drink order had gone through a bad
neighborhood and had been tagged.

“That’s everything, right?” Amazing I
even got into grad school.

“Double-tall, two-pump, no whip, mocha.” He
pointed toward his cup that was already in Sal’s capable hands and
fortunately out of mine. A sideways smile filled his face.

A sudden rush of warmth filled my body.
He’s so nice. Mr. Kenzi with an “i”. Superman. Pete. Or whatever
I was going to call him.

“Thanks. I’m not normally this awful. But no
sleep. New job. And then I’ve got this thing after work and…” Oh
my God stop talking.

His crooked smile reemerged. “A thing, huh?
Sounds serious.”

I felt heat rise to my cheeks, and it wasn’t
from the coffee. “It’s…” I waved an empty cup toward him. “Thanks
for your help.”

“It was my pleasure…” He glanced at my apron
and then tilted his head sideways.

I noticed my name tag was upside down. I
quickly flipped it over.

“Well, Stella.” He smiled. “Everything’s a
teachable moment,” he said in a voice as confident as his drink
order.

His response made me pause. Teachable
moment. I held the Grande in my hand and tapped my pen against
it. Interesting. “I heard that phrase once.”

He chuckled. “Well, I hope you hear it more
than once.” He shrugged. “It’s actually a philosophy that I’d like
to see pick up more momentum.”

“Agreed.” I held his gaze for a moment too
long and then noticed the man behind him in line glare at me. I
glanced down at the computer and didn’t even try to find the right
button for his drink concoction. Instead, I just added another drip
coffee to his order.

“Okay so it’ll be $4.42.” He looked like an
honest guy so I quickly slid his credit card through the machine
before he could object that he was undercharged. When I finalized
the transaction, I looked at him. “Well there’s thirty minutes
you’ll never get back.” I snorted when I laughed and saw Sal in my
peripheral vision shake her head. “Yeah, your order should be up
soon.” I handed Superman back his credit card, and his fingers
brushed against mine. A bolt of electricity whipped across me.
Man of steel is right.

“You did great.” Laugh lines crinkled the
skin at the corner of his eyes. “Before you know it you’ll have the
hang of this.”

I slightly tilted my head in response.
“Thanks.”

“Oh,” he said as he reached into his wallet,
withdrew a few bucks and stuffed them into the tip jar. “Good luck
with that thing today, Stella. You’ll do great.”

And for a moment, I believed him.
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