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Coffee spelled backwards is eeffoc – and I don’t give effoc until I’ve had my coffee...

Nick Sullivan knows the value of hard work, and after a windfall from a family member comes his way, he finally realizes his dream of opening a coffee shop and bakery. 

Becoming the hot spot for the newly built apartment building in the heart of the city, he finds himself extremely successful and with offers left and right to expand and franchise that he routinely ignores. But when he meets a girl who moves into one of the apartments above his shop, Nick starts to realize something might be missing from his life. When she enlists him to help with her friend’s wedding, the two-start developing a relationship that could rock his carefully constructed life in more ways than one!

Alexis—known as Alex to her friends—comes from a wealthy family, but isn’t interested in the kind of life they lead. 

Rather than being a trophy wife, she wants to have a career, and despite their constant pressure, she strikes out on her own to get it. When she moves into the new apartment building and runs into Nick, she finds herself both hopelessly attracted to him and also needing his help for her best friend’s wedding disaster in progress. But when she starts to mix her business mind with her love life, things get muddy quick. Can she keep the two aspects of her life baking away, or will she burn one, or both, to a crisp?
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Phones ring exactly when I don’t want them to. 

Like during meetings. Or when I’m trying to talk with the executives who have come down from their towering offices to the jungle of cubicles and the smaller offices to check in with the rest of us. Right as I’m finally figuring out a problem I’ve been having with a project and trying to get it untangled so I have some hope of finishing it. 

That was the way it was that afternoon. I’d been standing, considering myself on my way out the door, for the last forty minutes, and no matter how hard I tried to take that next step, I wasn’t making any progress. First, it was the owner of a company I’d been trying to land as a client and had been playing coy and not making any decisions but chose that day to suddenly have a million questions he absolutely had to ask in individual phone calls. Then it was an existing client who needed me to talk them through a simple shift in their budget we’d already discussed twice that week. After that, a prospective client who was finally getting back to me after I’d been waiting for their call for days. 

It was one of those days. Of course, it was. Of all days, that had to be the one that was going to be a pain in my ass. The one time I was trying to leave the office early to do something that wasn’t work, I was suddenly wading through all the projects and calls and conversations that should have happened when I was spinning around in my office chair waiting for any of it to happen. That was a common feeling for me. Even when I had plenty to do, I was looking for something else. I was never willing to settle or to feel like I had done enough. I always worked as hard as I could, trying to do more every day.

People on the outside often used words like driven and determined to describe me, but I felt like it was more than that. I wasn’t just trying to accomplish something. I was trying to prove it. I was constantly chasing after that sense of legitimacy. I had to prove I could make it, to be a success in my own right rather than relying on the established reputation and wealth of my family. That was the thing. I had a whole life waiting for me from the time I was born. It was written in the stars. Or the ancestry papers, as it were. 

All I had to do was be the good little girl that was expected of me. Behave, be polite, and eventually marry the wealthy man my family thought was right for me and be the dutiful wife. It wasn’t as oppressive as it sounded. For some people, that is. I knew a lot of women my age who were very happy to spend their lives pursuing interests and enjoyment rather than careers, essentially being a professional wife, mother, and hostess. And more power to them. If that was what they wanted, I believed whole-heartedly that was what they should have. It wasn’t that there was something intrinsically wrong with the whole concept.

It just wasn’t right for me.

From the time I was really young, I knew I wanted a career. I wanted something that made me stand out from my family. Growing up only being looked at as the next generation of my family was too small. I was barely in double digits when I realized that also meant that everything I ever accomplished would come under question. When you grow up the child of wealth, power, and influence, people tend to forget you have your own capabilities and pursuits. They believe anything you ever do or want is simply handed to you. And I didn’t want that. I wanted to be successful and recognized because I did something for myself.

So I focused hard in school. I went on to get an advanced degree and threw myself fully into my career, always trying to build it and get it to the next level. 

But that meant I was always busy and stressed, especially now that I was also helping one of my best friends prepare for her wedding and another prepare for the impending birth of her first child. While also looking to move into a new home because I had officially had enough of the nosy neighbors and frustrating commute that came along with the old apartment building where I was currently living. 

That was exactly why I needed to get out of work early that day. I had finally managed to land a viewing appointment for an apartment at a gorgeous building I had been coveting since it first went up more than a year before. The apartments had filled up in an instant then, and I put myself on a waiting list more as motivation and a vision board item than because I actually thought I was going to have a chance of getting in any time soon. After all, this wasn’t the kind of building someone would just move out of on a whim when they got an apartment. People who managed to move in here stayed. 

But thank goodness for old age.

Saying that probably wasn’t my best look.

Right then, though, I didn’t care that the apartment had recently been home to a woman now wandering the other side. As long as she wasn’t still in the living room where she died, I was happy. I just needed to make sure I got to my appointment on time. The waiting list went on long after my name, so if I wasn’t there, they could easily just pick up the phone, call the next name, and I could be attending a housewarming rather than a viewing by the time I got across town. 

I finally managed to run out of the building and toward my car, but my phone was ringing by the time I opened the door. I glanced at the screen and let out a sigh before answering.

“Hello, Mother,” I said.

“You know, Alexis, you really should work on sounding more pleasant when you answer the phone. You never know who could be on the other end,” my mother said.

I hated that she called me Alexis. 

“I do know who is on the other end, Mother,” I said, climbing into the car. “That’s the beauty of caller ID.”

“So you chose to be that unpleasant when you saw it was me?” she asked.

Damn. Busted. It doesn’t matter how old we get; mothers are still mothers. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be unpleasant. It’s just a really stressful day for me,” I said, pulling out into traffic.

“Then you must be thinking about Gabriela’s wedding.” I wasn’t, but that wasn’t going to register to her even if I said it, so I wasn’t going to bother. “I have been, too. It’s getting so close. I’m sure she’s just overwhelmed with all the last-minute details. Her mother says she hasn’t even finished her thank you notes from her bridal shower yet. You know, as her maid of honor, it really is your responsibility to make sure she stays calm and help her through all of these things.”

“I know what my responsibility is. We already have a plan for the thank you notes,” I said.

“How about the wedding? Do you have a date yet? The maid of honor can’t come to the wedding without a date.”

“What kind of rule is that? Maryellen went to her cousin Stacy’s wedding without a date,” I said.

“And people talked about her the whole time,” Mom pointed out.

“People would have talked about her no matter what. That’s kind of the problem with groups of these kinds of people. They talk about each other,” I said. “And don’t you think they already talk about me?”

“Yes, honey,” she said in that faux gentle tone mothers must get bestowed upon them before being allowed out of the maternity ward, “I know they do. Do we really need to give them something else to wonder about?”

“The wedding is about Gabriela and Dean,” I said. “Why does it matter if I show up with anyone and who that might be?”

“It’s just how things are done, Alexis,” she said. “You don’t want attention being pulled to you because you look like a single woman.”

“I am a single woman,” I said.

“And perhaps there’s a reason for that,” she said. “It’s difficult to find the right man when your nose is in your work all the time.”

“I happen to like my work.”

“As you’ve told me. But maybe you could at least put a little more thought into your appearance. When I saw you the other day, you looked like you’d barely put any thought into your outfit, and you weren’t even wearing lipstick. It concerns me that you aren’t taking proper care of yourself.”

“Mom, I was in the middle of a jog. I don’t wear full makeup when I’m working out,” I said.

“But you could. There are plenty of good brands that offer waterproof options. I’m sure they would work for sweat. If you insist on going out in public to work out, you should at least put some effort into how you’re presenting yourself. You could meet the most wonderful man while jogging, you know.”

“If I’m meeting a man while jogging, it’s probably because he’s jogging, too, and he’s not going to expect me to be in makeup,” I said.

“It certainly would be a lovely surprise for him if you were,” she said.

And thus went my conversation with my mother that took up the entirety of my way across town. She wasn’t mean. She was rarely actually mean. She had just perfected the art of being nagging and annoying and focusing in on the exact elements of myself and my life that, though I loathe using such an overdone word, triggered me. 

She had so perfected the art, in fact, that she had transitioned away from her displeasure at my uncoordinated jogging outfit and sweaty hair to what she deemed my “unstable living situation” right as I was pulling into the reserved parking spot near what I hoped would be my new apartment building.

“Mom, I’m not going to become a transient. In fact, I’ve got to go. I have an apartment to look at in the Bentley,” I said.

“The Bentley,” Mom said, sounding dangerously close to being impressed. “Oh, yes, Marla Vandross died.”

“Yep. Lucky me. I’ve got to go. I’ll talk to you soon,” I said.

She was saying something as I ended the call, but I had approximately thirty-seven seconds to get into the lobby and look put together, and I wasn’t wasting any of it. 

No matter how many times I saw it, the Bentley took my breath away. It was gorgeous and just felt like something. Like if you lived there, you were somebody. I felt hopeful as I walked into the lobby. This was my next step. 

Almost immediately, a polished-looking man with a smile that rivaled the gleaming marble of the floor came striding toward me. His hand was out before he was within ten feet, and I had a moment of not knowing if I was supposed to walk toward him or stay where I was. 

“Ms. Murphy,” he said. “I’m Grayson Barrett.”

“Alex,” I said, shaking his hand.

“Alex. Welcome to the Bentley. I’ll be showing you around,” I said.

I smiled and nodded. “Thank you. I’m really excited to be here.”

“Well, there is a lot to be excited about living here. I like to think of it as living in a top-quality resort. We offer a wide variety of amenities to our residents, starting with The Coffee Shop right here in the lobby.”

He gestured to the side, and I saw a little shop in the lobby. I thought he was just referring to it being a coffee shop, but the sign hanging over the door declared that the actual name. It made me smile again. It was charming. As Grayson described the growing popularity of the shop and the regulars that frequented it, I peered through the floor-to-ceiling glass walls surrounding it. 

The energetic tour guide had moved on to talk about something else, but I missed it. I was too busy watching the extremely attractive barista behind the counter. 

“Alex?” 

Grayson’s voice snapped me back into reality, and I realized he’d already started walking across the lobby toward the elevator. Within the hour, I had toured the apartment, fallen completely in love just the way I expected to, and signed the lease. I walked out of the building ready for my new chapter. 
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That Wednesday was pretty much just like every other day. And that was just the way I liked it.

Just about every day found me right where I was standing then, behind the counter at The Coffee Shop. Opening that little shop was my dream, and I had put everything into it. All my time, energy, and money had gone  into starting it up and making something of it. I even lost my long-term relationship because I was so devoted to starting the shop. 

It was all one hundred percent worth it, though, and once it was open, it only got better. I was happy to get there early to bake the pastries and other food on the menu, spend the day serving coffee, then stay late into the evening to make more food or plan new things. It was everything to me. 

Not that I did it all completely on my own. I did have two employees who came in for a few hours during the week so I wasn’t working nonstop. It didn’t always stop me. It wasn’t unusual for me to just stay there while they were working, even when I didn’t actually need to.

It wasn’t just the work itself or my devotion to the business I’d worked so hard to build that kept me at the shop for long hours. In the little less than two years since I’d opened, I’d picked up quite a few regulars who made a point to visit my shop every day. Sometimes twice. They’d talk to me about their lives, and I was there for them however I could be, even if that was just making them a special treat or keeping their coffee topped off while they vented about whatever was bothering them. 

It felt like being the caffeine and baked goods version of a neighborhood bartender, and I never wanted to leave any of them in a lurch. If they were going to put forth the effort to make my shop a part of their day and their life, the least I could do was be there. 

One of those regulars was sitting in his usual spot at the counter. Barry was a particularly colorful person, in appearance and in personality. He had an affinity toward bold patterns and fabrics that didn’t go together in any real way, but apparently their completely haphazard association was what put them on the absolute cutting edge of fashion. When it came to his personality, Barry was all hand gestures, fast talking, and constant energy. He was the type I could see making some people very nervous, but I saw the positive in him. I didn’t know how much I’d be able to take in long stretches, but the small doses I got each day were a bright spot.

That day, he was all about his new puppy. Apparently, the acquisition of said puppy wasn’t something Barry had planned. As he put it, the universe had led them together, and their paths intersected at the exact right point to ensure they would go forward on this journey of life side by side. As it turned out, that exact right point was actually a literal intersection near a park, and there was a slight possibility the universe leading them together was actually an unintended puppy-napping from a nearby breeder after a breakout. 

But since it had been a full twenty-four hours and the breeder hadn’t straight-out said they were missing a puppy, Barry was taking it as a sign they were destined for each other. Possible inadvertent felony aside, I was happy for him and the obvious adoration he had for his new little family member. I decided that night I would make some special treats to give him the next day to welcome the puppy home. 

Barry had just gotten into his case for me allowing Banana Split into the shop in the tradition of pub dogs when Grayson walked through the door. The only real way to describe the way he carried himself was swagger. A representative of the company that owned the Bentley, Grayson was responsible for renting out the apartments and then seeing to the needs of the tenants once they were in place. He put a tremendous amount of significance into that role, which in turn gave him a massively self-important air. The fact that he went through women faster than my customers went through coffee and had no qualms about giving all the details and moving on without any emotion didn’t help. 

He wasn’t all bad. Maybe it was just that I tried to see the good in people, but he could be funny, and he seemed to genuinely take pride in doing well at his job. But when he walked into The Coffee Shop that afternoon, I knew I wasn’t in for a heartwarming story about him finding the perfect theater tickets to help a couple celebrate their anniversary or how he was helping organize the tenants for a charity fundraising event. This was going to be about his most recent conquest. 

“Hey, Grayson,” I said when he dropped down onto one of the stools at the counter. “Want your usual?”

“Absolutely,” he said. I made him his extra sweet hazelnut caramel coffee with two espresso shots and set it in front of him. “Thanks. Did you see that girl I just showed the apartment to?”

He didn’t even wait until after his first sip of coffee. That was almost impressive if it wasn’t also a bit sleazy.

“No, I didn’t,” I said.

I tried not to put any kind of emotion into the words so he couldn’t interpret it as encouragement, but he didn’t need any. Grayson would probably talk about women to the empty shop if we weren’t here to listen to him. It was compulsive. Like breathing.

“She was so hot. Like...”—he searched for the right assortment of adjectives to describe her—”ridiculously hot.”

Apparently he was short on vocabulary that day.

“Must have missed her,” I said.

“Too bad. She was amazing. She had this whole corporate sexy thing happening. Like any second she was just going to tear off her blouse, hop up on a desk, and lecture me about the budget crisis.”

Somewhere in his confusion about whether this woman was an executive, a professor, or a government entity, a few new customers came in, and I stepped out of the conversation to take their orders. The time it took to make their drinks and get their food wasn’t enough to cool Grayson off, and the second I got back in his orbit, he was talking about her again. “Her” because he never bothered to mention her name. I figured it was entirely possible he had already forgotten her name. Grayson wasn’t big on actually getting to know any of the women he pursued. As soon as he bedded them once or twice, he was done and moved on.

Usually, I didn’t consider it any of my business. After all, he was a grown man, and he went after grown women. How they handled things between them was just that. Between them. It wasn’t really up to me to judge him or try to make decisions for anyone else. But this was the first time he had intentions of going after a woman who lived in the building. That changed things. 

“You know, Grayson, maybe it’s not such a great idea for you to pursue anything with this woman. Someone who works for the company that owns the building dating someone who is applying to live in that building could really look sketchy,” I said. “It might seem like you are trying to coerce her or using the fact that she wants the apartment as a bargaining chip.”

Grayson took a swig of his coffee and flashed me a grin. “No worries about that. She already signed the lease and is moving in this weekend. And I didn’t even say anything to her during the whole thing, so there’s no risk of her thinking anything like that. It’s smooth sailing.”

“I don’t know if I’d go that far,” I said. “In fact, her living here just keeps up the complication. You really should be careful, Grayson. You could be charged with sexual harassment.”

Grayson stared at me over the edge of his cup for a second, then burst into laughter like he thought the warning was the funniest commentary he’d ever heard. 

“Well, it’s not harassment if she’s receptive to it, so I guess we’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we?” he asked. He took the last sip of his coffee, tossed some money on the counter, and gave me a wave. “All right. I’m out of here. Thanks for the coffee. See you tomorrow.”

I watched him leave, shaking my head and pondering what type of HR hell he was going to bring raining down on the building. Maybe things would work out. The new tenant might be smart enough to reject his advances and things would just blow over. 

Barry stayed at the shop a little longer, doing what he usually did and lingering well after everyone else had already left. Sometimes he managed to find his way out the door before the 5:30 closing time listed on the sign. Sometimes he didn’t. It didn’t really matter. I decided when I was actually going to close, and the vast majority of the time, I didn’t hit that time. That day, he was out only twenty minutes past closing time, and I locked the door behind him so no one else wandered in expecting coffee and food. 

But it wasn’t time to leave yet. Locking up just meant I could go into the kitchen and focus on making a few things. First up on the list was the peanut butter oatmeal treats I had in mind for Banana Split. They were shaped like dog bones, but they were essentially just cookies so Barry could have a snack with the puppy if he wanted to. While those were baking, I took a basket and filled it with all the leftover pastries, sandwiches, and other food from the shop from the day. Then I went to work making a few dozen cookies and a batch of sourdough crackers. 

When it was all finished, I took the basket and headed out. It would only be a few more hours before I needed to be back to start up for the next day, but I didn’t mind. I only had one more stop before getting home to a hot shower, reheated leftovers for dinner, and bed.

The ladies at the shelter and community center always looked at me like they were surprised to see me when I got there in the evenings, even though I visited several times a week. I handed Constance the basket, and Betty grabbed me by the sides of my face with her soft, grandmotherly hands and kissed my cheek. 

“Such a sweet boy,” she said like she always did. 

I was well into my thirties and a foot taller than her, but Betty always described me in just that same way. I didn’t mind it. She was the only one who could get away with it, but I didn’t mind it coming from her. 

“What can I do today?” I asked, looking around to see if I could catch sight of anything that needed to be done.

The center always had things that needed attention, and whether I was there for a short time in the evenings or for the full day I spent there once a month, I tried to do as much as I could. Constance, the younger of the two, would try to brush off my offer and say the food I brought was more than enough, but Betty was never one to turn down much-needed assistance.

I stayed at the center for another couple of hours before making my way home. 
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