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I met Serena at a gas pump on a warm fall day, almost like summer. I was filling my nursery truck on one side of the pumps; she was on the other side. Just as I finished pumping and was putting the nozzle back, I heard a curse. “Aw, shit! Damn, what the hell!”

I turned to see a woman in a light blue dress on her knees, looking under her car. No face, just a mass of blonde curly hair on her shoulders. I stepped across and asked, “Something wrong?”

Blonde Curly Hair didn’t look up, just cursed again. “Damn. My gas cap fell and rolled under my car. Can’t reach it!” she said, stretching an arm under her car up to her elbow.

“Let me take a look,” I said, walking to the front of her car. I got on my knees and looked under the chassis of her ten-year-old Mustang. “I see it....Wait a minute, I can get it.” I got down on my stomach and crawled underneath. Mustangs are low, barely enough room for a husky, six-foot-two man to crawl under. I reached out with my fingers, rolled it toward me, grabbed it, crawled back out, and stood, brushing road debris from my coveralls, which were already dusty from working at my nursery all morning.

Looking over the hood of the Mustang, I held up the gas cap. Blonde Curly Hair was also brushing off the front of her pretty blue dress, cut low enough to see the tops of her breasts. She adjusted the thin shoulder straps and looked over at me. “Got it?”

“Sure did,” I said, walking over to screw it back in the gas nozzle opening.

Her smile was, well, electric, lighting up her face as if there was a bulb behind her light blue eyes, the color of morning sky. Nice tan left over from summer, a slight blush on her cheeks, and perfect white teeth.

“Damn car. I should get rid of the old heap,” she said, slapping the trunk where a trace of rust was showing.

“Probably a good idea,” I said. “Your oil pan is leaking, and the tailpipe is nearly dragging on the ground.”

“Really? You a mechanic?”

I shook my head. “No, but I’ve had plenty of cars, enough to know when it’s time to trade it in and get a new one.” I grinned at her. “Plus, newer cars have attached gas caps.”

“Yeah, I’ve seen them. I’ve been thinking about getting a new car but I’ve been too busy. My ex-husband gave it to me, along with half his retirement account and a few other things, not that important.”

“Cars these days don’t last more than six or eight years. This one is not much better than a bucket of bolts.”

“You’re right. My husband liked older cars. I let him keep his old Mercedes and an antique Harley. He ran them into the ground. Thinks he’s a race car driver or something. He wanted to buy a speedboat one time, and I told him absolutely not. After that, he wanted to get a pilot’s license and buy a plane. Can you imagine that? Silly fool, but I did love him for a while. Not long enough, though.”

No comment from me. Gas station pumps aren’t a good place to have a conversation about marital woes.

“You might want to stop by the local Ford dealer and see what you can get on a trade-in.”

“Yeah, I should, after you told me about what you saw underneath. Last thing I need is driving around in an old clunker.”

“You don’t want to be out on the highway on a dark night when something goes ping and it dies on you.”

“Oooh, don’t scare me!” she said with a shudder, her blue eyes clear and bright. “Yes, time for a new car.”

“Stop by the dealer over on Wilson Avenue. Ask for Hank. Tell him Fox sent you. He’ll give you a good deal.”

“Fox?” she said, raising an eyebrow.

“It’s a nickname.”

She got in her car, slapping the roof with a hand. “Going to trade you in, clunker. Time for a new model.”

I walked over to my truck as she started her car. She looked over her shoulder and waved at me as she drove out. “Thanks, Fox. See you around.”

The next time I saw her was a couple of months later at the post office, when I was mailing a few last-minute Christmas presents. It was December 16, chilly and overcast, with a winter rain predicted for the evening. As I stood in a long line waiting to climb the steps into the post office, I promised myself to get this done earlier next year and avoid these last-minute long lines.

As I waited, I could see Blonde Curly Hair coming out of the post office and down the steps. I never got her name back at the gas station. When was that? September? October? She seemed in a hurry, not looking up, stuffing a roll of Christmas stamps in her purse. She missed the last step and almost fell on the sidewalk. I dropped my presents and grabbed her shoulders as she stumbled.

“Aw, shit! Damn! Didn’t see that last step!” she cursed. When she straightened up, my hands holding her, she looked up at me with those soft, blue-morning-sky eyes I remembered from the gas station.

“You! My gas cap saver!”

“Yeah. You okay? Get your balance.”

She looked at the pile of my boxes strewn across the sidewalk as others in line smiled and shook their heads.

“Mailing presents, huh?” She asked, standing close to me, my hands still on her shoulders. Light winter coat, tan leather. Looked expensive.

She put one hand on my arm to steady herself. “Yeah. You too?”

“Sure. Next year I’ll send money and save a lot of time and trouble.”

“Yeah, good idea,” she said, stepping back. “See my new car?” She looked and nodded toward the curb, where a new, bright red Mustang was parked.

“Oh, nice. I like the color. How do you like the car?”

“Love it! Drives like a dream. Thanks for the referral to that guy. I got a pretty good deal.”

“Glad to hear it.”

She smiled, blue eyes shining. “Gotta run. Late for a party.” She walked to her car, turned around, and waved. “Merry Christmas.”

“Yeah, you too.”

“And Happy New Year.”

“You too.”

It was three months later, a cold, wet, dreary March morning. I was standing in line at the DMV to get a new driver’s license. As I inched up in line, reading a newspaper, I heard a somewhat familiar voice.

“Hey, you again, gas cap finder.” I looked up. Blonde Curly Hair was in the line next to mine, wearing a light brown raincoat and a floppy hat, carrying an umbrella.

“Yeah. How you doin’?” I said, pleasantly surprised to see that smile. All of a sudden, waiting in the DMV line wasn’t as boring.

“Oh, pretty good. How about you?”

“Fine, except for this lousy weather,” I said, putting down my newspaper and inching a bit more in her direction. “I work outside most of the time, but this past week, it’s been too wet. So I’m doing my taxes. Gotta get them in before April 15.”

She frowned. “Yeah, I gotta work on mine too. Got all the 1099s and other tax stuff in a drawer. I wish someone would do them for me.”

“I know a good accountant. Maybe you could talk to him.”

“Really? Yeah, I hate doing taxes.”

Her line was moving faster than mine. She turned around and took a couple of steps forward. The man behind her was now blocking my view. I went back to rereading my newspaper, skimming headlines, not interested in what was happening in politics, wars, or car crashes. My line was barely moving, and I lost sight of her. I wished I had brought a book. Didn’t know this would take so long.

Half an hour later, I was at the front of my line. I filled out paperwork, went into a cubicle to get a new photo taken, and then wrote a check to pay for my new license. I handed it to the employee, who clipped it to some paperwork and told me, “Take a seat. I’ll get your temporary.”

I went back to the lobby area and sat down on a hard plastic chair. I tried to read my newspaper, glancing around now and then to see if I could spot Blonde Curly Hair. No trace of her. When my name was called, I went to the counter. The bored DMV worker was stamping sheets of my application hard, like she was trying to kill a mouse. When she was done, without looking up, she said, “You’ll get your license in about a week. In the meantime, here’s your temporary in case you get pulled over.”

I took it, stuck it in my coat pocket, and headed for the door. When I opened it, rain was coming down in torrents. Blonde Curly Hair was standing on the top step, fiddling with her umbrella.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

“Damn umbrella. I need a new one, I think.” She handed it to me. I tugged on the metal tubes; a couple had fallen out of their slots. I inserted them and handed it back. “Now it should work.”

“Thanks, buddy. To the rescue again. Got time for coffee? You’ve helped me out more than once. It’s on me.”

“Sure. Where do we go?”

“Away from this godforsaken place. Isn’t the DMV just the pits? Man, the workers in there treat you like they’re prison guards. Know what I mean?”

“Sure do. But we’re done. Got your temporary?”

“Right here, safe and secure,” she said, patting her purse. “Follow me. I know a nice place not far from where I live.”

She put her umbrella up, nodded, smiled at me with a quick “Thanks again,” and walked down the steps toward the parking lot, into the torrent. I spotted a red Mustang, raindrops slapping on its hood and trunk.

I put up my umbrella, dashed to my truck, got in, and drove out of the parking lot. She was waiting across the street. She waved at me and drove off, letting me follow her.

We drove toward downtown, and then she made a couple of turns into a neighborhood. After a couple of blocks, she pulled into an open parking space at a small retail strip with a bakery, a little grocery store, a barber shop, a dry cleaners, and the “Best Cuppa in Town” coffee shop. Hadn’t noticed it before.

I parked and got out, carrying my umbrella, but the torrent had eased. It was now just a drizzle that would likely become a downpour, the way it had been doing all week. She was inside at the counter with her wallet. Her purse and umbrella were resting on a table by a window. She turned to look at me. “What would you like? Coffee? Tea?”

“Coffee. Black, please.”

“Gotcha. Be right over.”

She brought over a tray with cups, saucers, napkins, and spoons. Big brown cups with the logo Best Cuppa in Town...you betcha! Kinda clever.

We chatted, just small talk, easy and slow. We sipped our coffee, looking out at the rain that had started falling again. People were rushing to cars or into the market and bakery.

“Glad we’re in here,” I said, wondering if we were going to get into anything other than casual chatter. I hoped so.

“Yeah, me too. By the way, name’s Serena,” she said. “How did you get the nickname Fox?”

I smiled, my fingers wrapped around the warm cup. “Short or long story?”

“Long. Rain’s coming down pretty hard again. Got plenty of time.”

“Okay. I was born Francis Xavier Wolfe.”

“Where?”

“One of those fly-over states, the ones with vowels at the beginning and end.”

“Hmm, you mean like Iowa? Indiana?”

“Yeah, one of those. Lots of farms, chickens, cows, corn, wheat. America’s Heartland, some people call it.”

She nodded. “Have anything to do with your name?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I guess. One of my aunts was a nun. My dad was an altar boy. He went to the seminary to become a priest, but he dropped out after a year. Said he missed seeing pretty girls. They don’t hang around seminaries. Dad was named after two saints, Matthew and John. So when I was born, my parents wanted to be consistent, so they named me after two saints, Francis and Xavier.”

“I see,” she said, sipping her coffee. “Go on.”

“I didn’t like either name. I asked kids to call me Frank instead of Francis. My dad didn’t mind; he was crazy about Frank Sinatra and the Rat Pack, often humming “New York, New York” or “My Way.”

“Yeah, I like Sinatra too. And Dean Martin. Anyway, go on.”

“So, when I played high school football, one of my teammates had a nickname for everyone on the team.”

“What position did you play? I loved to go to high school
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