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  Chapter one


Cassie saw the old man sitting out front panhandling every day of her shift. Rain, snow, or heat, he was always in the same spot. It had taken her a month or two to realize that he was blind. He always wore sunglasses, which should have been a clue, but so many of the homeless had quirks that she didn't think anything of it. 
The weather was cool, brisk really. Autumn was in its heyday, winter beating on the door to come in. There were more rainy days than sunny ones, but that made the sunny ones all the more enjoyable. Of course, Cassie usually came in when it was still dark out, before the sun came up. She liked it that way. She didn't feel as if she were missing a perfect day if the sun was out, and if it was raining, well then, what better place to be than in a coffee shop?
On this day, the old man looked worse than usual, as if someone had beaten him up a bit. His chin had a large bruise, and his body language just screamed that he had seen better days. She had watched him through the glass all morning; not many passers-by left him coins. He struggled to stand the few times he did get up from the cold cement sidewalk. Living on the streets in the cold had to be a hard life for an old man. Cassie felt a call inside herself to get him a pick-me-up, so she made him a caramel latte and grabbed a blueberry scone from the case before heading out the door.
"You need to pay for that." Shouted John, her manager.
"I will when I get back from break.'
She could hear his exasperation. In all the time she had worked here, she had never seen anyone stop to help the man. She knew John thought of him as a nuisance, but one that could be tolerated as he didn't smell bad, come in to use the bathroom, or harass his customers. As long as people could ignore him, John was okay with the homeless man parking at the corner of their building. 
Cassie wasn't sure how to approach him; she didn't want to startle him. She was sure he could hear what was going on, but she wasn't sure how much he could identify. Of course, he had spent how many years alone on the streets? He seemed to be able to cope just fine with what the day-to-day threw at him.
"Hello, young lady. How may I help you on this fine autumn day?"
Cassie was startled by the beautiful tenor of his voice. She had expected it to be old and scratchy, not clear and soulful.
"Hi, I, um, I see you every day, and I just noticed today looks like it's a tough one for you. Well, tougher than usual, so I thought I'd bring you a treat."
"Oh, how lovely. What did you bring me? And did you bring enough to join me?"
"Um, no. I only have a few minutes before John starts yelling that I'm over my break. I made you a caramel latte and a blueberry scone. I hope you like those?'
"Thank you, Miss Cassie, I appreciate that. Caramel is my favorite."
She handed him the treats just as she saw John tap his watch. She blew out a breath of air and headed back inside.
"I hope your day gets better." She called over her shoulder as she hustled away.
"And I hope you stay out of trouble, young lady." The old man chuckled as he said this.
She could see him smile as he took a sip of his latte. Her heart felt full. She was so happy to see him smile, even with the bruise going green on his cheek. 
As she started the process of breaking down one side of the machine to get it cleaned, it occurred to her. She had never said her name. This thought twisted and turned in her brain as she worked the parts out of the machine, soaking and scrubbing each piece.
Somewhere in the back of her mind, she heard the store's phone ringing. She didn't think much of it until John's pained cry knocked all other thoughts out of her head. He was not one to overreact, so his cry could only mean something devastating was happening. 
"Okay, I'll be there. I need to figure out who's closing, I need to…."
Cassie could hear the pain in his voice. She peeked behind her to see tears streaming down his face.
"I got you, John. I'll close." She said quietly. 
He turned to her before hanging up the phone, "Cassie, you opened. That's a long day. I can call Melissa or Tommy."
"They are headed to a show tonight. Together."
John took a moment to process that. Coworkers were not supposed to date for just this reason. He scowled.
"It's okay, I'll close up and open tomorrow. If I miss anything, the only one who will pay the consequences is me. Go do what you have to do. Let me know if I can help in any way. Oh, and I'll call Melissa and see if she can come in for a mid-shift tomorrow. And I'll call Aaron in. He usually can only work weekends, but I know he's a bit tight on money. Nope, can't call for tonight. He has a night class." She waved away his question before he even said it. 
"I got it. Go!"
John grabbed his things from the back. On his way out, he stopped and hugged Cassie, surprising her. John was not a hugger, a thanker, or really a person who expressed gratitude in any way; he was more of a growler and yeller, so this display felt a little overboard. 
Cassie smiled slightly to let him know she understood. Then he was out the door, and she was alone in the coffee shop for the rest of the evening. 






  
  Chapter two

The evening was relatively slow, which Cassie was grateful for. She was all about helping, but if it had been busy, she would probably have gone and cried somewhere. Opening by yourself was one thing; closing was another. She wasn't as familiar with the process, and the night customers seemed a little less nice than the morning ones. Of course, that could just be because she knew most of the morning people, and they rarely changed their orders. 
Morning coffee drinkers were in a routine. They came in and got the same drink each day, generally nothing fancy except for the office girls who liked the froo froo drinks. On occasion, you could upsell them to a scone or a bear claw, but for the most part, they were easy. Yes, the lines got long at times, but morning customers did not linger; they were on their way as soon as their drinks were done. 
Evening customers were more into hanging out in the coffee shop because of the vibe. They liked the idea that they were in the cool place, drinking the cool drink, and they thought they looked important. Evening coffee house clients were more likely to look down on the barista because this was what they did for work. It wasn't like any of them asked about the regular night baristas; nope, they didn't care one bit about who you were or what dreams you may have. They wanted the look of importance while trying to make the workers feel less because of what they did. Cassie was so glad she didn't close on a regular basis; what a way to ruin your confidence! To always have someone trying to make you feel like you are just the dirt they need to speak to to get their café au lait.
As Cassie locked the door, she glanced through the glass she had just cleaned and saw the old homeless man sitting by his corner still. She wondered if he slept there. She wondered how the evening clientele treated him. Cassie looked at him and knew right away she had to do something, if not for him, to make herself feel better about the shift she had just endured. She would get him the pastries that she would normally throw out tonight so he had something in his belly to get through the cool evening. 
Decision made, she turned the music up and began to sing with the radio as she mopped, wiped, and disassembled machinery. She was thrilled she had thought to clean half the expresso machine earlier; that cut her time down by a little bit. It was still after ten when she finished. She tried to set herself up for the morning as best she could; she knew she would be dragging a bit after working all day.
Cassie finished as much as she would get done that night; as the opener, she wasn't overly concerned about missing a few things. She would fix it in the morning. The air was crisp as she locked up; the streets seemed abnormally quiet, but she couldn't be sure since this wasn't her normal shift. Maybe every night was this silent. Most of the workers had gone home; it was a weeknight, so maybe there were no partiers about.
Cassie glanced around and noticed that even the bars and restaurants were closed. It was before eleven o'clock, which made it seem a bit early for the bars to be shut down. 
"Can I walk you to your car?"
Cassie hadn't seen the old man sitting there, and she was startled. It was as if her head was in a fog. So much seemed off about this night, so she shook herself and smiled.
"I'm headed to the bus stop, but thank you. Oh, I have this for you. It's not totally nutritious, but I thought you might like a little something to keep your belly full in this cold."  She walked toward him, the bag outstretched before her. 
"Oh, that smells like heaven. Are you sure you won't get in trouble for this?"
He had reached out in the direction of the bag. Cassie made sure it hit his hand before she let it go.
"Yep, I just made sure I put it on the waste sheet. Well, have a good night, I'll see you tomorrow."
He heaved himself off the cement and stepped closer to her, smiling. He had perfect teeth, so Cassie thought she might need to readjust her thoughts on his age. He still wore his sunglasses, so his eyes were a mystery. Of course, because he was blind, the dark glasses would not hinder him.
"Let me walk you to the bus stop. It's too quiet out tonight, and you can never be too safe."
"Will you be able to get back to your corner? I mean…how do you maneuver around the city?"
He chuckled a bit, "I have been doing this a long time. The loss of my eyes in no way hinders my sight. I just use other senses. And tonight, they are all on edge, so I would normally move off for a day or two. I wanted to thank you for your kindness to me. Not everyone is like you, Cassie."
Again, he used her name. He must have heard it around the coffee shop or heard someone say it on the street. 
"Well, thank you for walking me to the bus; you know, I never did get your name."
"Most just call me Tater."
"It's nice to officially meet you, Tater. I appreciate your kindness."
He smiled in her direction. Cassie found it unsettling how he seemed to know exactly where to look. She shook herself, thinking, ' Of course he does. He can hear you, big dope. The man's blind; he has to use his other senses.'
The two walked in relative peace down the empty sidewalks. The wind kept blowing their clothing and, in Cassie's case, her hair. Each time the wind picked up, a strange sound emanated from Tater. Cassie edged slightly farther away each time. The sound was eerie, almost otherworldly. It echoed off the buildings, making it feel as if it would engulf her. She side-eyed Tater, looking to see where the wind could be catching to make such a sound. 
The wind picked up again, the sound echoed off the building again causing Cassie to stop in her tracks.
"Is everything alright, Cassie?" Tater had stopped a few steps ahead of her.
"Umm, there's a sound. It's kinda freaking me out."
Tater guffawed before reaching deep within his coat. Cassie was ready to run if need be; she figured that if she ran in a zigzag, the blind man couldn't catch her.
He fumbled around in his layers before producing the biggest, fluffiest, orange cat Cassie had ever seen.
"This is Po. He hates the cold, so I try to keep him secured on my body. I have an old baby sling he stays in most of the time. When the wind whips the way it is tonight, he feels the drafts.  He likes to voice his discontent with the wind. I am so sorry if it frightened you."
Cassie tentatively touched the cat, who instantly rubbed his head into her hand.
"He is beautiful! And so big! I can't believe you carry him around. It must get heavy after a bit. What breed is he?"
Tater settled the cat into
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