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When Rebecca Knox stepped into Hobby Daze on the Saturday after Black Friday, she took in the untidy condition of the shop’s shelves and could imagine the hordes of customers that had been in. She wished she’d been on the schedule to work but it wasn’t her day so she’d just have to be satisfied with hearing about it second hand from either Willa, Amelia, or Sonny.

Reaching the counter with the cash register, she said, “Hello, Willa. How did we do yesterday?” Her boss looked a little on the tired side, and Rebecca could guess what she was going to say.

“Hello, Rebecca. I’m so happy to see you.” 

“I guess we were busy? Busy is good.”

“We have been busy, both yesterday and today,” Willa said. “I hope tonight is just the same for you.”

“I do, too. I almost hope we’re so busy I don’t have time to straighten up tonight. Is Sonny working?”

“He just came back from his dinner break and he’s hanging up his coat.”

“I’ll hang up mine, then I’ll be right back.” Rebecca was the only part-timer, working four nights a week, Saturdays as well as three weeknights after she’d left her admin job at Dickerson Engineering. 

She liked working at the shop, enjoyed the customers and her colleagues, and the money she earned went straight into a savings account earmarked for the down payment on a house. Except for those times when she saw something she couldn’t resist on the shelves, and she told herself since she’d get the employee discount, it was a sensible buy. 

When she reached the back room, she said, “Hi, Sonny. How are you doing? I hear it was crazy the last couple of days.”

Sonny looked toward the front of the shop, then lowered his voice. “Not as busy as it should have been. Not like the last couple years. I was watching across the street whenever I got a chance, and they seemed to be getting more traffic than we were. They were probably having a sale. I don’t know, Rebecca. I’m worried.”

Rebecca tried to come up with something to reassure the man who reminded her a lot of her grandfather. She knew Sonny had been at Hobby Daze for years, since before Hobby House decided to open right across the street, and she wasn’t sure if Sonny worked because he wanted to or because he really needed the income. “Maybe things will pick up so we have a great season.”

“I hope so. Why that Hobby House ever thought Kingstown needed another hobby store, I’ll never know.”

Cooper Weston emptied the carton of model cars and lined them up on the shelf. Glancing at his boss, who was dealing with painting supplies, he said, “Artie, this place looks like you were giving away the stuff.”

Artie laughed. “Our numbers for yesterday and today, so far, have already beaten last year’s, and we’ll be open another four hours.”

“I wonder how they did across the street?” Cooper glanced through the darkness at the stores facing Hobby House, all of them decorated with Christmas lights and trees, but he paid particular attention to Hobby Daze. He had no way of knowing how busy they’d been for a number of reasons, but particularly because he hadn’t worked on Black Friday and had only come in at five tonight. Since there was no on-street parking on Ocean Street, there was no way of knowing how many customers might be inside the other hobby shop. He could see a couple of people moving around, but they could be employees.

“Tough to say. And it sure isn’t something Willa’s going to share with me. She still hasn’t gotten over the fact I opened so soon after she did.”

Cooper shrugged. “It’s not personal. It’s business. Isn’t that how the saying goes?” He knew Artie’s dream was to be the only hobby store on Ocean Street, which was a reasonable goal. He wondered how both stores had been able to make it this long, but something had to give at some point. If this wasn’t only a part-time job for him, he’d probably be worried. 

“Sure is, Cooper. Once you finish with the models, we’ve got a boatload of paint by number kits that need to go out.”

“You got it, boss.”

“Then stitching floss, unless Fern finished them today. She likes doing those.”

Which was more than Cooper could say. Sorting the tiny embroidery floss skeins took more time than he wanted to spend, and they needed to be sorted into the right slots or customers would complain. Maybe he could find more cartons of anything but the floss in the back room so he could feel like he’d accomplished something worthwhile tonight. 

When he heard The Twelve Days of Christmas playing through the speakers in the ceiling, he groaned, wishing the song would be outlawed. How the hell was he going to get through the next four weeks having to listen to non-stop Christmas music raining down on him everywhere he went?
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Rebecca was on the couch enjoying a delicious cup of mint tea she might have put just a bit too much sugar into when her phone rang on Sunday morning with a call from Paula. “Good morning.”

“Rebecca, how are you doing? How’s your weekend?” Paula Bruce asked.

“Lovely. And yours?”

“Fantastic. Dylan and I went shopping last night to give each other ideas about what we want for Christmas.”

“Did you have any luck?”

“We both did. I strongly suggest you shop with your boyfriend and do the same thing. In the future, I mean.”

“I’ll keep your idea in mind if I ever have a boyfriend.” Rebecca took another sip of tea. Definitely too much sugar.

“That’s one of the reasons I’m calling. Dylan and I were having so much fun together, the way we always do, and we were talking about our friends who don’t have anyone right now, and Dylan actually has a friend who might be just perfect for you.”

Rebecca stared at the toes of her Christmas socks as her feet swayed back and forth on the coffee table in time to Jingle Bell Rock playing on the TV. “Thank you for thinking of me, but I’m happy by myself.”

“But you could be so much happier with a nice guy by your side. I haven’t met him, but Dylan says he’s a great guy. We could set you up for a coffee date tomorrow night.”

“Mm, I don’t think so, Paula. But thank you.”

“How about if the four of us go for coffee? Then you wouldn’t be alone with him.”

Rebecca frowned. “If he’s such a great guy, why wouldn’t I want to be alone with him?”

“You know what I mean.”

Even if Rebecca wanted to do a meet and greet over a cup of tea with this “great guy” she couldn’t do it tomorrow. Or Wednesday. Or Thursday. Or Saturday. Hobby Daze came first, well, second, right after Dickerson, but she hadn’t told Paula about her second job and she wasn’t going to tell her now. It was her little secret because if she told people they’d ask questions and she didn’t want to answer questions. “Thank you for thinking of me, but no.”

“The holidays are much more fun when you have someone special to share them with, you know.”

“It’s nice that you and Dylan have each other. Imagine how fun your holiday season will be.” When The Twelve Days of Christmas came on, Rebecca wiggled, wishing she could sing along to see if she remembered all those lyrics. 

“Okay, Rebecca, I don’t like to have to do this, but I’m going to call in a favor,” Paula said. “It’s for your own good.”

Rebecca had been on “My true love gave to me” when Paula’s words stopped her. “What favor? I owe you a favor?”

“You absolutely owe me a favor. Do you remember the day you came out of the ladies’ room at the mall and your skirt was tucked into your panties so your tushie was all hanging out and I told you so you wouldn’t be embarrassed?”

“You’re saying that telling me about my skirt was a favor?”

“Yes, so you owe me. Plus Dylan’s friend wants to meet you. It’s just for coffee. It’s not like I’m asking you to have his baby or anything.”

“Paula ...”

“You owe me, Rebecca. Now what nights are you free this week? I know it’s a busy time of year, but it’s just for coffee, for heaven’s sake.”

Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas started playing, and Rebecca thought about the hypothetical coffee date she supposedly owed Paula. She remembered the panty incident very well, and she had been thankful she hadn’t given everyone at the mall an eyeful of her backside. “I can do Tuesday or Friday.”

“Yay. I’m so happy. And you are going to be so happy about this, Rebecca,” Paula said.

“I doubt that very much.” When Paula laughed, Rebecca wondered what she’d said that was funny.

“I’ll just finalize things with Dylan and I’ll let you know which night it will be. Bye, now.”

“No, Dylan.” Cooper stared at the TV, wishing the game would start. 

“Paula raves about her. Says she’s a really nice girl,” Dylan Ford said. “What else have you got to do? You aren’t dating anyone now, are you?”

It was no good. It had been five minutes of the same thing, only with slightly changed wording, and Dylan wasn’t giving up. “And yet, somehow I’ve managed to stumble along all by myself.”

“Have I ever asked you to do anything for me?”

Cooper turned to look at his friend. “Other than hauling furniture, a TV, and a wheelbarrow, no, I can’t think of a thing.”

“Well, you’ve got that SUV just sitting out there.”

“The one I use to get to work and haul my own stuff? That SUV?”

“It’s only for coffee. It’s not like you need to spring for dinner in Boston. It’s just two cups of coffee. An hour out of your life. You can spare an hour. I’ll even give you the cost of the drinks.”

“Ford, you’re a real sport,” Cooper said, shaking his head.

“I won’t ask you to haul anything for at least six months. Not until summer.”

“And what’ll that be?”

“Maybe some patio furniture,” Dylan said.

“Why is this so important to you? Is this girl your cousin or something? Another relative maybe?”

“I’ve never met her. Paula’s been on me, and I want to make her happy.”

Cooper raised an eyebrow. “That’s why? You want to make Paula happy?”

“And I want her to stop asking me to set this up with you. What’s it going to take to get you to say yes? Money?”

Cooper wondered just how badly Dylan wanted this blind date to happen, and what he wanted to put his friend through. Looking at the guy, seeing the desperation in his eyes, he said, “One coffee date.”

“Thanks, buddy.” Dylan clapped him on the shoulder. “You won’t regret this. Paula says the girl can do Tuesday or Friday.”

“Guess it’ll be Friday then.”

“Why not Tuesday? What have you got going on?”

Cooper faced the TV again. “My life.”

“Sure. I’ll text Paula and she’ll tell the girl.”

“What’s her name?” Cooper asked.

“Rebecca or Becca or Becky. Something like that.”

“Thanks for the clarification.” Staring at the pre-game show, Cooper wondered just how much he was going to regret caving. 
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It wasn’t that Rebecca minded going out at night in December, since she did it four times every week. It wasn’t even that by Friday night she was reaching the very tired portion of the week. It wasn’t even that she was being forced to be sociable because she enjoyed talking with people and both her jobs required lots of talking. 

It was that she’d never been on a blind date and she didn’t know what to expect. Other than being disappointed in Paula’s boyfriend’s friend and wasting time she could be spending watching a romantic Christmas movie, complete with an annual Christmas tree lighting, a gingerbread house contest, decorated sugar cookies, ice skating, apple cider and eggnog, and possibly even a sleigh ride.

But if the date didn’t work out, which it wouldn’t, she’d just get herself home and watch whatever remained of the current movie, then enjoy the entirety of the movie right after it.

She parked in the municipal lot, happy with her decision to wear her wool pants which were not only toasty warm but also lined, since the wintry breeze wasn’t all that pleasant. She would have worn a hat, even one she’d crocheted herself, but she didn’t want to experience hat head, so she’d left a hat in the car for later, after she had left the disaster of a date. 

Taking her purse and stepping out of her car into the well-lit parking lot where she was happy to see pockets of other people either coming or going, she headed for the sidewalk and Callie’s Café. And Cooper. 

Paula had described Cooper as tall and brown-haired, which had been Dylan’s description to Paula, and since Paula had never met Cooper, that was the only description Rebecca had heard. She wondered why Paula had never met Cooper, but she supposed it didn’t matter at this point. Rebecca had never met Dylan either.

Cooper appreciated that Callie’s Café was sparsely populated, not unusual for seven o’clock on a Friday night. The menu leaned toward light fare, and this time of year people wanted hearty meals, or at least he did. He was watching the door for a blonde, which was all the description he’d gotten out of Dylan. 

At least he had a name, so Dylan hadn’t left him completely in the lurch. He’d get this date over with then get home and still be able to catch most of the Bruins’ game. Then he’d see the Pats on Sunday. Should be a good weekend, once he was finished here.

He watched an older couple push through the front doors on the way out, then a blonde stepped in, and he sat up straight in the booth. Long straight hair, long black coat, black pants, red scarf wrapped around her neck, and she had a face that demanded attention. 

If she wasn’t the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen, she was in the top three. 

No. 

She was it. 

Could this by any ghost of a chance be Rebecca or Becca or Becky? Maybe he wouldn’t see any hockey tonight. Standing, he saw he’d caught her eye, a good sign.

Rebecca saw a man who was both tall and brown-haired, alone and walking toward her. “Are you Cooper?” When her question made him smile, she extended a hand, and he grasped her gloved hand in a firm grip.

“Rebecca?”

“Yes.” 

“Good to meet you. Want to sit?” Cooper gestured to the booth. 

She considered saying Cooper needed to tell his friend, Dylan, to work on his powers of description because he should have said Cooper’s hair is light brown and he has a scruffy beard, although Dylan had gotten the tall part right. “I hope you haven’t been waiting too long.” She pulled off her gloves and looked at her watch, seeing she was right on time so no apology was necessary.

“I haven’t. Should I call you Rebecca?”

“Unless you prefer to call me breathtaking, brilliant, and bountiful.”

Cooper grinned, wondering why she didn’t grin with him. When a server appeared beside their table, pencil and pad in hand, he said, “In the interests of saving time, I’ll call you Rebecca. Rebecca, what would you like?”

She looked up at the woman. “Mint tea, please. If you don’t have mint, any tea will be fine. With milk, please.”

“And I’ll have hot chocolate,” Cooper said. “Anything to eat, Rebecca?”

“No, thank you.”

When the server left, he studied Rebecca as she slipped off her coat and gazed around the café before meeting his eyes again. “Do you live in Kingstown?”

“I do,” she said. “Do you?”

“I do.”

“I’ve lived here all my life. And you?”

“Moved here after I graduated,” Cooper said.

Rebecca kept her eyes on Cooper’s. He seemed normal, he was handsome, and he had manners. None of which indicated a need for a blind date. “Why are you here, Cooper?”

He shrugged. “Felt like having hot chocolate.”

“You don’t strike me as the blind date type,” Rebecca said.

“What do you consider the blind date type?”

“Someone not you.”

“That narrows it down.”

“You could be out with anyone of your choice but you let your friend convince you to come here to sit with a stranger. You’d probably rather be at home.”

“Is that where you’d rather be, Rebecca?”

“Yes, but not yet.”

Cooper laughed, and glanced around the restaurant. Hot damn, she was a sassy one. “Saying whatever’s on your mind seems to come pretty easily to you.”

“It saves a lot of time when people are honest. You don’t feel I’ve been rude, do you? That’s not my intention.”

“Rude? No.” Cooper shouldn’t be resorting to sarcasm on a blind date, but it was too late now. “You’d rather be home than sitting here waiting for your second choice tea because it’s doubtful they’re going to have mint. I get that.”

“Second choice tea is all right. I’m surprised you didn’t get coffee since this is supposed to be a coffee date.”

“I’m saving the coffee for the people who really need it.”

“If you weren’t here, what would you be doing?” she asked.

“Watching hockey. What would you be doing? Or what will you do after you leave? Call your friend and tell her you never want to be set up again?”

“I already told her that but here I am.”

He laughed. “That wasn’t a joke, was it?”

“You probably told Dylan you didn’t want to be here either.”

She wanted honesty, she was going to get honesty. “I did tell him that.”

“I was told I owed Paula a favor because she saved me once from a wardrobe malfunction, but I doubt that’s your reason for being here.”

Unable to stop himself, Cooper did a quick sweep of the parts of Rebecca he could see, wondering what exactly had happened with her clothing malfunction. She was a stunning girl, well dressed, and even though she was blunt, he found her interesting. 

But not interesting enough to ask out for a second date. He didn’t need to know what she found lacking in him, and he had no doubt spending time with her would be a lesson in humility. “You’re right. There was no wardrobe malfunction.”

Once the server brought their mugs, along with the check, Cooper watched Rebecca add milk and sugar to her tea. 

Rebecca didn’t typically drink chamomile, but she reminded herself this could be considered a special occasion, one that would never be repeated. “Where do you work, Cooper?”

“At Summit. And you?”

“Dickerson Engineering. I’m an admin, in case you thought I was an engineer. You seem a bit engineer-like.”

“Try IT.”

“I have. And they’re always very helpful when I have computer problems.”

Cooper took a drink of the hot chocolate, which tasted a lot like Swiss Miss, the same stuff he had at home. “What’s up for the rest of your weekend?” 

She didn’t need to share her part-time job with him even if that was the truth. It wasn’t lying not to tell him. It was just an omission and he wouldn’t care. “I’ll be watching Christmas movies.” When she saw him grimace, she nodded. “It doesn’t surprise me you don’t like Christmas movies. Do you like Christmas songs?”

“No.”

Why Paula thought she and Cooper would get along she had no idea. Maybe Paula hadn’t been paying attention to her, or Dylan hadn’t been paying attention to Cooper. There was a serious disconnect somewhere. “I think we can agree that our friends forced us to be together tonight
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