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      "It's a minor surgery, they said," Monica mumbled with her mouth stuffed with cotton. She'd flopped into the passenger seat of her neighbor and best friend Carol Hamilton's car and was now sitting there with her jacket over her like a blanket, and somehow her shoes had come off.

      "It was just your wisdom teeth. You'll feel fine tomorrow," Carol said as she pulled her keys from her pocket.

      "Maybe we should stop at the store. I want a cheeseburger. And some nail polish," Monica said with her right hand raised, index finger pointing straight up like she'd just had the best idea.

      "You can't eat that yet. You're gonna have soup and tea, and maybe Jell-O if you're good."

      "What? You're not the boss of me," Monica replied, then changed her mind. "You'd be a great boss."

      "I'm glad you think so because I'm in charge until you're back to your old self. Now let's get that seatbelt buckled, and we'll be on our way," Carol said, chuckling as her friend babbled, the anesthetic slowly wearing off.

      It was a chore she'd tried to put off indefinitely. Why did she need to have her wisdom teeth removed? They had been in her head for years and hadn't made a peep. Then, suddenly, at a routine dentist appointment, she was told her X-rays indicated trouble.

      "I thought my teeth were done moving. I'm in my thirties, for heaven's sake," she argued with the dentist.

      "Well, they're not moving. In fact, they've been in the same spot for several years. Partially exposed, but not causing any problems. Until now. They've started to decay," he said as if he were telling her the lunch specials.

      "Eww. That can't be. I take good care of my teeth. Heck, you should know that," Monica replied, embarrassed and slightly grossed out.

      "Wisdom teeth are stubborn little buggers. Since only a small portion of them is showing, they're darn near impossible to keep as healthy as our other teeth. Some stay as hard as diamonds and never cause a problem. Then there are those like yours. They need to come out to prevent any spread of decay. We can do it in a day. You'll be fine," the dentist said, flashing a perfectly white and even smile.

      Monica remembered getting to the oral surgeon's office. She remembered waiting. She remembered being in the waiting room. She remembered the weird smell that seemed to emit from all dentists' offices. A cross between toothpaste and Crazy Glue. She remembered taking a seat in the soft, leather chair shaped like a crescent moon and hearing the buzz of the motor that reclined her backward. The nurse put an IV in her hand. She counted backwards, and everything else from there was a blank. The next thing she knew, she was being wheeled to Carol's car and the sun was warm on her face. It was one of the best car rides she had ever had in her life. There didn't seem to be a single bump or pothole the whole ride home.

      Once inside, Carol helped Monica into bed.

      "Are you leaving?" Monica asked as her friend pulled the covers up to her chin like any good mother would.

      "No. I'll hang around for a little while. Dudley has the kids. It's nice and quiet here. Unless you want me to go."

      "No. Don't go. I've got a lot to tell you." Monica's eyes became heavier and heavier, but she insisted on talking. Her words blended one into the other, and before long she was dozing off. When she finally woke up, the light from the sun was at the angle it usually hit in her room around five o'clock in the evening. Her mouth was sticky and thick until she remembered the wad of cotton that had been stuffed in it. Carefully, she pulled out the cotton that had been keeping her wounds from bleeding. They were gross. However, not so gross that Monica couldn't toss them on her nightstand to deal with later. There was a note from Carol letting her know there was broth on the stove, and the cleaning and eating guidelines from the doctor were on the fridge. Her prescription for hydrocodone had been filled at the drug store next to the oral surgeon's office and was in her bathroom on the sink.

      Monica grimaced at the thought of taking pills. Not only did it trigger her gag reflex, but she'd already missed a whole day of work for this. Taking anything labeled with warnings not to drive or operate heavy machinery was out of the question. Without waiting another minute, she eased out of bed, shuffled to the bathroom, and looked in the mirror. Her jaws were slightly swollen. Her eyes were a little puffy. There was a trace of dried blood at the corners of her mouth. She picked up the vial of pills and looked at them before walking into the kitchen and dropping them in her purse. She doubted she'd use them, but if the pain became unbearable while she was at work, she'd leave the truck and call Carol to pick her up. There was no way she wasn't going to work tomorrow. Her bills weren't going to pay themselves. One day missed for wisdom teeth was one day too many.

      With the sun setting and the strange feeling that she'd been abducted by aliens—losing time along with her wisdom teeth—Monica sat in front of the television, sipping her broth, and waiting for the inevitable pain to settle in as the anesthetic wore off. By nine o'clock, she was feeling pretty good and felt no need for anything stronger than a Tylenol.

      She went to bed with her schedule for the next day planned out in her head. It included a stop at the gas station, at the bank, and at the florist to send a thank-you bouquet to Carol for all her help. For as tired as Monica was when she went to bed, she found herself swirling around in weird dreams and bouts of hot flashes and cold spells. It worried her that she might have a fever. That would be another day off work and another day's lost wages.

      "If you need another day off, Monica, then you take another day off. Geez, what is wrong with you?" she chastised herself. "You aren't curing cancer. You're making coffee. Get a hold of yourself. That's what your emergency fund is for."

      Once she put her worries in perspective, she seemed to calm down. Sleep came. Her mind settled. When she woke up to her alarm, she felt clear-headed. The anesthetic in her system had completely worn off, and she was feeling like her old self. Waiting under the covers for a couple of minutes, she anticipated the pain in her jaws to start. But after five minutes of being awake, she felt nothing. The holes in the back of her mouth were tender when she prodded them with her tongue. Thankfully, there was no dull throbbing. No headache. Just an ache in her belly from being empty. Slowly, she sat up, and still there was no discomfort. After a couple of deep breaths, a good stretch with her arms over her head, and a roll of her neck, Monica got out of bed and shuffled to the bathroom. She snapped on the light, looked at her reflection in the mirror, and stared. In exchange for the usual aches and pains that came with having four wisdom teeth removed all at once, Monica looked like she'd been in a serious accident. Her jaws were purple with bruises. Even under her eyes was a little discolored and puffy. Her lips were chapped. No pain. At all. But she looked awful. After a deep breath, she tenderly touched her jowls and studied the purple patches while contemplating what to do. Should she go to work and let people see her like this, repeating a thousand times that she had her wisdom teeth pulled? Or should she sit it out for a couple of days and see how she looked then?

      "I'll lose my mind," Monica said to her reflection before snapping on the water in the shower and getting ready for the day. She looked cute in her new teal and pink, Brown’s Grounds t-shirt she had made for herself. Once in her truck, after all her errands were run, she pulled up at her spot on the main drag between the giant statue of the lark and the park bench, got out, put up her chalkboard display of the specials for the day, and opened for business.

      It didn't take long for her face to become the main attraction. Some people looked but said nothing, coming to their own conclusions that she was in a car accident or was the victim of some kind of beatdown. Most of her regulars asked, and when Monica replied, "You should see the other guy," with a smirk, they would laugh with her. The truth was much more boring. But it was her friend and regular customer Mary Anne who Monica didn't suspect would nearly burst into tears.

      "What happened?" she gasped, her eyes wide with worry.

      "It's nothing, Mary Anne. Really."

      "Nothing? Oh my gosh! Let me see what happened to you." Without waiting for an invitation, Mary Anne hurried around the back of the truck, climbed up, and looked at Monica beneath the fluorescent lights. They made the bruises look even worse than they were.

      "You poor thing. Does it hurt? Oh, it's got to hurt."

      "No. Honestly, Mary Anne. It doesn't hurt a lick. It just looks bad. That's all," Monica said as she stepped back to the order window to quickly fill an order for three coffees and a special lavender tea.

      "You should be home and resting," Mary Anne insisted.

      "No. I'd lose my mind," Monica said before handing the coffees and tea to the patron at the window, then taking their money. "And it's true. It looks bad, but I'm not in any pain at all. If it weren't for the holes in my jaw, I wouldn't know I had any work done."

      Mary Anne took a deep breath and smiled. "I'll take my usual." She turned and exited the truck, only to appear in front of the window, clicking her tongue and shaking her head.

      "This one is on me. I hate that I gave you such a scare," Monica said.

      "Oh, no. I'm paying. You're going to need the money for the makeup you'll need to cover all that up."

      "You're right. That will be $3. And feel free to leave a tip," Monica snapped back, rolling her eyes before chuckling.

      "I'll be sure to bring you a few more books, too, just in case you decide to take a couple of days off to rest. Or spare your innocent patrons from seeing your injuries and feeling bad for you. Is there anything I can do for you at all? It's not like I'm in a hurry to go to work."

      "If you've got some books to spare, I'd love to have them. Other than that, I'm all set. But thank you for asking."

      "You're sure? You don't want me to pick you up one of those turtlenecks that come up over your chin?" Mary Anne needled.

      "Very funny. It's not that bad," Monica chuckled as she touched her jaw.

      "That's what you think," Mary Anne continued to tease before she looked at her watch. For the second time her eyes bugged, and she gasped. "Oh my gosh. I'm going to be late. I'll never hear the end of it. Did you know City Hall comes to a standstill if I'm two minutes late? They can't figure out the coffee pot without me there."

      "Coffee pot? You mean you aren't telling them all to come here? Then take this." Monica quickly grabbed a bag of her premium dark-roasted ground coffee beans. "Give them a treat. Maybe they will forgive your tardiness."

      Mary Anne took the bag and smiled. She assured Monica she would before heading to her office, hurrying across the street with her big clumsy bag and a purse just as bulky slung over her shoulder. Bravely, she attempted to sip her hot coffee before the light changed from walk to don't walk.

      Monica thought Mary Anne was a bit of a live wire. Although they never hung out outside their morning routine of exchanging coffee for money, Monica found her to be nice and an invaluable friend when it came to Monica's never-ending battle with the ladies of the Edgewater Community Council.

      The waters around the Edgewater Community Council, or ECC as the cool kids referred to themselves, had been calm for the past couple of months. But it was inevitable that a member would stroll by and comment rudely on the location of Brown's Grounds coffee truck in conjunction with the garden memorial for Miriam and Roland Leech. The ECC was constantly trying to get Monica to move her truck, to relocate, or to be put out of business—all so the memorial could be seen. It wasn't like she was blocking access to Graceland. It was a flat memorial that looked more like a cemetery marker than a dedication. That didn't matter. The ladies of the ECC wanted everyone in Millpond to have access, and they might be quiet now but, like a hornet's nest at dawn, it was only a matter of time before they started trying to sting again. But the feud that rivaled the Hatfields and McCoys was not worth a second thought at this moment.

      Suddenly, Monica saw the one thing she hadn't considered when contemplating taking the day off due to her swollen face. She'd bear the pain, the discoloration, the strange looks and comments. But she'd forgotten how she would appear in the eyes of one man. And it was too late now. Sheriff Nathan Thomas, the most handsome lawman Monica had ever laid eyes on, was strolling in her direction as he'd done almost every morning since she set up shop.

      He walked right up to the order window and looked right in her face.

      "I'm thinking of going a little wild this morning. How about adding a little cream to my coffee?" is all he said, and he smirked.
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      Monica eyeballed him and could barely contain her own smirk. She fixed his coffee, handed it to him through the order window, and watched as he stuffed a few dollars in her tip jar. No matter how many times she offered him his coffee on the house, he always paid a little more than the coffee cost.

      He took a sip and let out a satisfied sigh. "You made a good pot. Thank you."

      Monica folded her arms and shook her head. "Aren't you going to say anything?"

      "About what?"

      She pointed to her jaws and cheeks and under her eyes, then shrugged.

      "I can only imagine what the other guy looks like," Nate replied.

      Monica laughed out loud before she winced. It was the only time her surgery hurt, and it figured the pain was caused by laughing. She pinched her eyebrows and put her hand to her jaw but still laughed.

      "Does it hurt?"

      "It didn't until you showed up," she replied.

      "Glad I could help," Nate chuckled back.

      Suddenly, a loud "AHEM" cut through their banter.

      Nate turned to his left. Monica peeked further out the window. Standing there with a judgmental grimace on her face was Tawny Clifford. The Edgewater Community Council president—retired for the past decade—who still wielded more power within the ECC than Rhonda Davis, the current president.

      Tawny was a round woman who dressed like she was always on her way to Sunday service, complete with kitten heels and matching hat. Her fingers were covered with expensive rings, her nails were always manicured, and she always paid with exact change and never left a tip. Even in pouring rain, she would count out her pennies to make sure she didn't accidentally leave an extra cent or two.

      "Good morning. Sorry about that. What can I get you?" Monica chirped.

      Tawny looked at her, made no attempt to hide the fact she was staring at her bruising, and cleared her throat.

      "I'd like a double mocha cinnamon coffee with extra whipped cream," Tawny said.

      "Of course," Monica replied politely. She whipped up the drink as quickly as possible, but just as she was about to add the whipped cream, she realized she was out. Completely. How had she missed this? Whipped cream was one of her staples.

      "I'm so sorry. I'm out of whipped cream. Do you still want this? I could make you something else if you..."

      Tawny let out an outlandish sigh and pinched her lips together in annoyance. Monica apologized again. She explained she was nervous before getting her wisdom teeth removed and must have forgotten. Pointing to her jaws as proof she wasn't lying, she waited for Tawny to nod or offer some kind of understanding look or comment. Monica would be waiting an extremely long time if that was the case.

      "I'm assuming you won't charge me full price." Tawny reached into her bag for her change purse, a beautiful ruby-and-diamond ring on her finger sparkling in the sunlight. There was no shortage of fine jewelry on her at any given time. It was because she was so cheap that she could afford it all, Monica thought. As if reading her mind, Tawny looked directly at Monica with a simper on her face.

      "I'm sorry, but I'm not changing the price for no whipped cream," Monica said flatly. "That will be $5.80."

      As usual, Tawny counted out the exact change, took her drink, and—without so much as a thank you—turned her back and waddled quickly across the street as the lights changed, teetering in her heels.

      Monica looked at Nate, who had politely stepped aside for Tawny to place her order.

      "She's a regular ray of sunshine, isn't she?" Monica asked.

      "That woman is a pillar in the community. Her husband has been on the hospital board for decades, and she has been very generous with his money," Nate replied before taking another sip of his coffee. "They give her an empty office at City Hall just to make her happy, so her husband continues to write those fundraising checks."

      "That must be why she pays with exact change. Gotta keep track of every penny. Did you see those rubies on her finger? Yikes," Monica chuckled. "Truthfully, I'm surprised she comes here at all, especially since the ECC is constantly trying to get me to move. Don't you find that a little strange? And did she seem drunk as she went across the street, or is it just me?"

      "I think when it comes to good coffee, people will drive miles out of their way to get a cup. That's what I think," Nate said and smiled.

      "Okay, something is up with you. That look on your face is starting to annoy me," Monica snapped.

      "What look?"

      "That smile," she replied.

      "You are annoyed by me smiling at you?"

      "Yes!" She put her hands on her hips and shifted from her right foot to her left.

      "Why would that annoy you?"

      "Because you didn't even ask me why I look this way. I look awful. Like I've been in a fight or a car accident, and you haven't asked or even seemed concerned in the least," Monica huffed. Her chastising only made Nate smile more, making him even more handsome in his jeans, badge, and flannel shirt, and she knew that if she stood close to him, he'd smell spicy because he always did. His cologne was wonderful.

      "First, if it were anything serious, you wouldn't have come to work. I've learned that much about you. And second, you forget that I'm the sheriff. I know everything that goes on in Millpond," he said and arched his right eyebrow.

      "You do, do you?"

      "Yup. I've had my wisdom teeth removed, too. Except my jaw bruised, swelled, and throbbed so badly I was in bed for two days. I didn't care if the bank got robbed or aliens landed on Main Street. I was not coming in
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