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A wedding on New Year’s Eve... Melody looked at the invitation stuck to her fridge. When she’d received it a month ago, she’d imagined what an intimate gathering it would be; acres of linen-covered tables and spandex-covered chairs.

She had hoped her colleague, Reese, had been kidding when she stood in the center of the office months ago and announced the date, along with every detail of what sounded like an extravaganza not to be missed. Extravaganza or not, Melody wasn’t going to attend. She had made plans a year ago and arranged for time off for her annual Christmas visit to see her family and she wasn’t going to shorten the visit, especially since she’d only known Reese for six months and they weren’t close. They weren’t really even friends. And she knew her absence wouldn’t be noticed, as Reese and Griffin were inviting three hundred guests. 

Reese had given explicit instructions to everyone in the office to return the rsvp cards punctually, because if there was one thing she couldn’t stand it was “thoughtless people” who didn’t bother filling out the cards in a “timely manner”, and with the price per person being what it was, it was “only right” that she and Griffin have an exact count of guests as soon as possible so “Poor Daddy” didn’t have to “pay out” more than he needed to. 

As Christmas had approached, the office was treated to daily updates of the wedding plans until Melody had had about all she could take. But in a few days she would be on vacation, making a seven hour road trip from her condo in western Massachusetts to upstate New York to stay with her parents. Marielle, her sister, and Conan, her husband, with their new baby girl, Sasha, would also be visiting and Melody couldn’t wait to hold the baby. She hadn’t seen her family since her visit last summer and looked forward to having a restful and fun week. The gifts were wrapped and ready to be loaded into her Jetta and all she needed was for December twenty third to arrive so she could get in her car and go, leaving wedding central far behind.

On December twenty second as she was finishing dinner her mother called.

“Hi, Mom. Are you ready for all of us to descend tomorrow?”

“I was until your father came down with the stomach bug.”

“Ugh. Is he okay? Are you okay?”

“He’ll be fine in a few days, but it won’t be soon enough for me. I’m fine, and I’m wearing a mask so I don’t catch it. I just called Marielle and told them not to come. We don’t want the baby getting it.”

“What a time to get sick. Poor Dad.”

“I’ll pass on your sympathy. Maybe we can do Christmas in March, or whenever the weather is nice again. For now, I’m going to get your father some juice and get myself a glass of wine and maybe some earplugs. You know how your father gets when he’s sick.”

“Don’t give him the bell, whatever you do.”

“I hid it in the freezer.”

“Good thinking. Listen, if you feel yourself getting sick, call me, and I’ll come up with lots of disinfectant. Promise me.” She heard her mother sigh. “Promise or I’m coming up tomorrow.”

“I promise. I’ll call you in a couple days. I’m sorry about this.”

“Just take care of yourself. I’d wish you a Merry Christmas, but that seems a little insensitive.”

“I’ll tell your father we’re going to watch nothing but sappy Christmas movies until he’s better. That should speed his recovery.”

Melody grinned. “Love you.”

“Love you, too. Merry Christmas.”

She looked at the gifts on her kitchen table. There was no way she was going to stare at them until March. Tomorrow, instead of driving to New York, she’d drive to the store for some brown paper, wrap the gifts, then drive to the post office and ship them. They wouldn’t get there for Christmas, but they’d get there a lot sooner than March.
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THURSDAY MORNING, MELODY eyed the stacks of plainly wrapped packages. After sticking on return address labels, she got a trash bag and loaded the packages into it. Pulling on her jacket, she grabbed her purse and eyed the bulky bag. She’d feel like Santa Claus carrying it and hoped it would fit in her car. 

Who knew so many people would be at the post office so close to Christmas? She thought with some guilt about the people who would be behind her in line as her individual packages were weighed and labeled. 

Trying to find a parking spot was more challenging than she’d expected. The lot was full and she had to pull back onto the street and then into the liquor store lot next door, parking next to another VW, a Passat, noting the guy sitting behind the wheel and wondering if he was there for the liquor store or the post office. 

Opening her trunk, she reached in to pull out the black bag of gifts.

Gabe Spencer saw the pretty woman with a trunk full of something stuffed into a trash bag and he climbed out, hoping his decision to mail a few Christmas cards at the last minute might have an unexpected and fortunate outcome. “Got a few empties there?”

She turned and saw the man who had gotten out of the Passat, a grin on his face as he eyed her bag. It would be a funny comment if it were true. Or maybe not so funny. Either way, she had presents to mail, and she pulled on the bag to release it from the tight grip of the trunk. Trading witticisms with men she didn’t know wasn’t on her list of things to do this morning.

“You need a hand with that?”

“Two are enough.” She yanked and the momentum of the bag being released made her take a quick step back so she didn’t lose her balance.

“Easy there, Santa Claus.” A wrapped package fell to the ground, and he picked it up to hand to her.

“Thank you.” Melody took the small package and returned it to the bag. “Merry Christmas.” She slammed her trunk and headed for the post office.

“Merry Christmas.” Gabe watched her walk away. She’d taken the package from his hand before he could read the return address, but he didn’t need to know what her name was. Yet. She drove a Jetta, a fellow VW fan. That was a point in her favor. He could wait for her until she finished her errand, then see if she’d be his plus one for Griffin’s wedding. Having her on his arm would make him look good. 

He hadn’t had any luck getting anyone to go with him, since all his female friends seemed to be busy. Imagine that. Plans on New Year’s Eve. Why would anyone choose that night for a wedding? And since he was asking himself rhetorical questions, why had he said he’d be bringing someone? He hadn’t been seeing anyone when he got the invitation. Griffin had told him Reese was fanatical about the rsvp cards, but that had been after the fact. He glanced around at the cars in the busy parking lots as he waited, sighing as he thought about how much he missed Bella.

After Melody had stood in line, surprised she wasn’t the only one still mailing packages, she entrusted them to the hands of the postmistress then rolled up the trash bag and walked out the door. She thought about Passat man from the parking lot. He wore his dark hair unusually long so the curls in the back covered his coat collar. She liked the look of his face, with its even features and smiling eyes and he seemed to have a sense of humor without being cocky. 

She looked toward her car and saw Passat man was leaning against his trunk, watching her. She wondered if he was someone she should be wary of, although he hadn’t struck her as a threat. If she sensed he was, she would be ready. She hadn’t had to punch or elbow anyone since she’d taken the self-defense class, and it could be good to brush up on her pain-inflicting skills.

“You want to go for a cup of coffee?”

She eyed him and thought he didn’t look any more threatening than he had a few minutes ago but she still didn’t want to go for coffee with him. 

“No, thank you.”

He nodded, having expected that response. “Then would you consider being my plus one for a wedding?”

“I considered it. No, thank you.” 

She clicked open the Jetta’s door, keeping an elbow primed in case he made a sudden move. Like asking her to dinner. Instead he nodded again and opened his door to climb inside. She watched him back out of his parking spot and pull out onto the street before she got behind the wheel. A plus one. That’s one I haven’t heard.

Gabe guessed he would be facing the wrath of Griffin’s bride. Maybe he could circumvent it by compensating for his misbehavior with the check he gave the happy couple. A wedding on New Year’s Eve. He shook his head.
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On Christmas morning, Melody called her parents and heard her father was feeling somewhat human but not back to normal yet. So far they had watched fourteen Christmas movies, but not all of them had been sappy. Her mother was still wearing a mask, still symptom free. She wished them a Merry Christmas, then called Marielle. Conan had a cold and Marielle was also wearing a mask and keeping Sasha away from her germ-infested father. Melody wished her sister a Merry Christmas, then disconnected and looked around her condo, wondering what she should do next. Shrugging, she turned on the TV and found a sappy Christmas movie of her own.

Dinner was a Monte Cristo sandwich, her most favorite food. It contained protein, fat, and carbohydrates, three of the best food groups. After finishing, it was time to take a walk. A Christmas night walk. The stars would be out, she’d be able to see her puffs of breath, and she could look ahead to the new year, when both her father and Conan would be over their Christmas contagions. With luck, her mother and Marielle and baby Sasha would continue with their good health.

Zipping up her white ski jacket and pulling on her leather gloves, she took her phone and house key and headed out into the night. The complex was quiet, no other people out and about, although the visitors’ parking lots were full. People were still inside celebrating and the glances she shot into their well-lit living rooms showed groups enjoying each other’s company. Or at least appearing to. 

If she were at her parents’ house, they might all still be sitting around the table, maybe having dessert, or coffee. Maybe she’d be holding Sasha while she slept. Or cried. Or filled her diaper. It wouldn’t have mattered. Babies were wonderful no matter what they did. 

She didn’t have to return to work until January third, which meant she still had eight days off. She should do something worthwhile. Maybe try some new recipes. Write a novel. Start a fitness routine. Learn Latin. The possibilities were limited only by her imagination. 

She thought about Reese’s wedding, to which she had long ago sent regrets. But, the rsvp was all about the reception, not the wedding. Having one additional person taking up space in a church pew wouldn’t incur any additional costs for Poor Daddy.

As she walked, she thought about what she might wear to a New Year’s Eve wedding. The temperature would be anywhere from thirty-two degrees on down to zero. Since she would only be going to the church, it was the coat that mattered. Nothing under the coat would be visible. She could wear a nightgown if she wanted. If she wore knee-high leather boots with it, she could even skip the pantyhose. She exhaled and saw the puff of breath, then did it again. And if she wore a nightgown she could go to the church for the wedding, scheduled for 11:30, although she doubted Reese would actually make it on time since she didn’t seem to be able to get anywhere on time. After the wedding, she could return home, take off her coat and boots and fall into bed. After removing her makeup, of course. And night weddings required a heavier coating than day weddings. 

She would do it. She had a pretty red wool coat that would be perfect. She’d just have to make sure she held the coat closed, since it was a swing coat with no buttons or a belt to keep it together. Her black leather boots and a little black purse would complete the look. She’d just have to make sure Reese didn’t see her in the church or she might worry that Melody was going to try to sneak into the reception and upset the financial balance, possibly causing the market to crash the next business day. She’d sit in the back of the church and make her exit before the bride and groom, now sharing a last name, made their way back up the aisle.
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MELODY AGAIN CHECKED her phone for the temperature. Forty degrees on New Year’s Eve? Unheard of in Greensboro, Massachusetts. The leather boots, which would have been acceptable for colder weather, weren’t going to work. It would have to be pantyhose and black heels. But she’d still wear her red coat. 

She read the invitation, verifying the address of the church, took her little purse, crammed with only the necessities, and left her condo at 11:00 p.m., something she’d never done in her life. 

The church was easy enough to find, and she was ten minutes early for the start of the wedding. If Reese were going to be on time. Early or not, she could go sit in the back pew, far in a corner, and keep her head down. Her brown hair was a common enough color so it wouldn’t scream out to Reese that it belonged to Melody Palmer, the one who had negatively rsvp’d. When the bride was brought down the aisle by Poor Daddy, Melody could keep her face turned away, not that Reese was going to notice her while she made her grand entrance.  

She climbed out of the Jetta and made her way to the front door of the church, walking carefully in her dressy black heels that she’d worn possibly only twice. Dressy occasions rarely came along, and the shoes were already feeling like a mistake. But they looked nice and that was the important thing. Maybe she’d need a foot massage after this. And she’d get one someday, if she ever got a pedicure. She’d heard they massaged feet when a person got a pedicure, but for now her feet would just have to wait.

Reaching the giant wooden doors with equally giant handles, she slowly pulled on the right-side door, hoping it wouldn’t creak and startle everyone in the church. No. Perfect silence. She let the door slowly close behind her as she looked ahead at the backs of hundreds of guests, all of whom had rsvp’d that they would be attending. There was a lot of whispering and some talking among the guests, who had already filled up almost all the pews. She, of course, would have no one to talk to, but she wouldn’t be here long enough for a conversation. 

There were no groomsmen in sight. Whew. She held her head higher, pretending she belonged there, and walked from the vestibule to the back row, which was blessedly empty. Continuing to hold her coat closed, she eased into the pew via her feet in their uncomfortable heels and prepared to do whatever it took to make sure Reese did not see her.

She glanced at her watch every few minutes, and when 11:30 came, she looked around. There seemed to be a little stir in the vestibule, and she knew what that meant. She turned her face away from the center aisle, the first step in her carefully laid plan. 

The organ music paused, then another song started, more appropriate for the walk of the friends of the bride who had been forced to wear hideous gowns in even more hideous colors, all because they had chosen to be friends with the bride. She sneaked a glance when she saw movement from the corner of her eye and watched as the mother of the bride, possibly Poor Mommy, although she hadn’t heard Reese refer to her that way, was led down the aisle, followed by the bridesmaids. She kept glancing away and lost count, but there couldn’t really have been fifteen of them. Fifteen? Although knowing Reese, maybe there were. During the parade, from the aisle to her left, late arrivals were gliding into empty pews ahead of her. 

Finally, the bride and her father appeared, and Melody looked straight ahead, clutching her coat lapels. As Reese breezed by, probably looking lovely in her gown and veil, although Melody couldn’t have sworn to that as she hadn’t looked directly at her, she started to relax. 

Poor Daddy handed over his daughter, then the ceremony got underway. It seemed to be moving along at a satisfactory pace and Melody was starting to wonder how soon she’d need to make her escape when she heard the church door open once more. Someone was extremely late, and she hoped for the latecomer’s sake that Reese didn’t notice. The minister looked out at the guests, those who had rsvp’d in the affirmative and even the negative, had he but known, and he made his speech.

“Dearly beloved, Reese and Griffin have made a request. When the church bells ring at the stroke of midnight, would you all join in the celebration of their marriage on this very special night by standing and kissing your loved ones.”

Gabe, unable to find the freaking wedding invitation, had guessed the wrong church, and hoped he hadn’t missed the show. He’d already be in trouble for his failure to produce a plus one, but missing the ceremony would really have sealed his doom. And possibly Griffin’s for having invited him. He’d made it in time to hear the minister’s request, and while the other guests were whispering he slipped into the last pew, sliding a few feet away from the aisle, hoping to blend in. 

Melody heard the latecomer sit in her pew but didn’t glance toward the aisle. She was poised to make her exit and needed to stay alert. When the church bells chimed noisily overhead, it startled her, then she saw the guests in front of her rise, some laughing, possibly preparing to kiss each other senseless. It was New Year’s Eve, after all. She glanced at the latecomer now standing in her pew and saw him look at her with one eyebrow raised, then step toward her.

“Jetta? Is that you?” 

Passat man? Who had clearly been unable to find his plus one. He had cleaned up quite nicely. His hair was trimmed, his previously scruffy beard was less scruffy, and his charcoal gray suit was perfectly tailored. “Apparently it is.” 

He smiled at her, taking a step closer. “Shall we?” He indicated every other person in the church and when she glanced around, it seemed they were the only two not fused at the lips. Except for the minister and the organist.

Shall we? She stood and stepped closer to him. The slightly musty smell of the church was pleasantly overridden by his cologne. Earthy and spicy, but subtle. She’d done worse things than kiss a nice-looking man at a midnight wedding on New Year’s Eve when she didn’t even know his name. 

Gabe admired her spirit. She looked even prettier tonight than she had in the parking lot, her hair all piled on her head, lips red, eyes sparkling in the dim light of the church. He put his hands on the shoulders of her coat and lowered his head for a quick peck. But why should he settle for a quick peck when she tasted so right and she wasn’t pulling away? 

He didn’t let her go until after the bells had stopped ringing. If this wasn’t the best kiss he’d ever shared, it was in the top three. No. Two. Maybe it was number one.

Melody stared at Passat man wondering if she’d lost feeling in her brain. She’d thought they were going to share a little kiss, but what had just happened in no way resembled that. She wondered if he’d taken every bit of oxygen out of her. Although the way he looked suggested he had some oxygen deprivation happening as well.

“Sit.” Gabe had noticed they were the only two still standing and gestured to the pew. When she didn’t move, he pulled on her arm and they sat together. 

She looked away when he continued to stare at her. Even after that kiss she wasn’t going to be his plus one. If he asked. She wondered if Reese had seen her. 

Was the wedding over yet? She glanced toward the front and it looked as if things were wrapping up. People were starting to stand. The bridesmaids would be parading out in their regrettable gowns and she knew what would happen after that. She noticed a side door she hadn’t seen, and with the guests in the pews all standing, her escape wouldn’t be noticed. She looked at Passat man again and saw he was still staring at her. Should she say goodbye? Good morning? Good luck finding a plus one? She couldn’t decide and stood quickly before the first bridesmaid had reached them, then hurried toward the door.

Gabe watched her leave, wondering who she was. If he hadn’t known he would be seeing her again at the reception he’d have gone after her, his kiss and run Jetta girl. No wonder she hadn’t wanted to be his plus one. Although he hadn’t said it was for New Year’s Eve when he’d asked her, had he? More likely she had thought he was a crackpot. He was especially interested in seeing the dress she wore under the red coat. What little he’d seen had looked glossy and thin, almost transparent. Griffin’s reception just might turn out to be the best party he’d ever been to.
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Melody hung her coat in the closet, sliding its plastic cover over it. She didn’t know when she’d have a chance to wear it again, but she knew it would feel different the next time. For one thing, she wouldn’t be wearing a nightgown under it, and for another, it would carry the memory of the New Year’s Eve kiss. 

Passat man’s face was stuck in her head, and she couldn’t decide if she wanted him there. It was interesting that he’d needed a plus one for the same wedding. Maybe he’d recently ended a relationship, although he hadn’t seemed affected by it if that was the case. Either in the parking lot when he asked her to go to the wedding, or at the church when he’d clearly wanted a midnight kiss. 

But it didn’t matter. None of it mattered. She needed to wash off her nighttime makeup, get out of the pantyhose and heels and go to bed. She would call Marielle and tell her about the wedding one of these days. Her sister would appreciate the zaniness.
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GABE KNEW THE SEARCH for his kiss and run wouldn’t be easy, since Griffin had told him there were three hundred people invited. He didn’t know the final count, but even if twenty percent of those had bailed, there would still be two hundred forty to sort through. He picked up his place card. And his plus one’s. Table twenty-eight. Maybe he’d be sitting next to the kitchen. With his invisible date. 

No. He’d find Jetta girl and either bring her to his table or sit at hers. They’d find something to talk about for the next three hours or however long they had to sit here and appear to be enjoying themselves. He stood at the doorway of the function room of the Greensboro Country Club surveying the guests, hoping to spot his quarry. But why would it be that easy? The decibel level was already uncomfortable, and he knew the alcohol had just started flowing. He headed for the bar, knowing a Sam Adams would make the search more pleasant.

He had passed half the tables, his eyes scanning right and left without success, when the DJ announced the imminent arrival of the bridal party. He hadn’t located table twenty-eight yet but figured it didn’t matter. Guests would be standing to applaud the parade and he might be able to find Jetta girl easier. He guessed in the heels she wore tonight she stood about six inches shorter than he, so he’d keep his eye at about a 5’ 9” level and look for that white dress. She had to be here somewhere.

He hadn’t located her by the time the servers started whipping the salad bowls into position. He sat next to an empty seat wondering where she could be. He’d looked at every damn table in the place and hadn’t found her. There had been some empty seats, but short of asking the table mates if anyone was sitting in them, he had no way of knowing if she was out of the room temporarily. Women seemed to congregate in ladies’ rooms, and it was possible she was there.

“Excuse me, but is your date sitting in this chair?”

Gabe looked to his right and saw a middle-aged woman indicating the empty seat between them. It was hitting the fan already, and they hadn’t even gotten to the first course.

“She couldn’t make it.” 

“Let’s pretend she’s here, and have the waiters bring all the food to her. Then we can have more food,” the woman said, her eyes bright.

That was a new one. “Go for it.”

“My husband and I like to bring home leftovers from weddings and parties.” She indicated the man next to her who was speaking with the woman on his other side, his focus not on purloined food at the moment. “I have plastic bags in my purse specially for the food.”

Gabe wondered if he should offer his dinner to the woman so she’d have even more leftovers. If he didn’t find Jetta girl soon he probably wouldn’t be staying long. He’d made his financial contribution to the happy couple via the best man so he was free to go at any time.

“Oh, yes, she’s in the ladies’ room,” he heard the woman tell the server, who had asked if anyone was sitting in the vacant seat. She smiled at Gabe after the server left. “I hope your date ordered the prime rib. My husband and I really enjoy prime rib.”

He gave up ninety minutes into the reception and congratulated himself on his stamina. She wasn’t here. He looked at Griffin on the dance floor with Reese, knowing one or both of them could identify her for him, but interrupting them while they danced would only have seemed like a good idea if he’d had a lot more beer. One had been enough for tonight. He could wait for Griffin to return from the honeymoon to ask him. Or he could forget about trying to find her. All they’d shared was a kiss. Lengthy, memorable, and pleasurable, but it was still only a kiss. 
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SUNDAY AFTERNOON MELODY texted her sister. “Is this a good time to talk?”

The response came soon. “Yes – Sasha’s napping - I’ll call you”

“Hi, Marielle. How’s Conan?”

“Much better than the last time you called. I think it’s totally gone now.”

“Good. Are you and Sasha still healthy?”

“Yes. We lucked out.”

“It’s those strong Palmer genes.”

“What have you been doing lately?”

“Nothing crazy.” Except for that one time... “Actually, something funny happened on New Year’s Eve.”

“You went out on New Year’s Eve? When did you get so wild?”

“I was invited to a wedding that night but we were doing Christmas so I said I wouldn’t be coming. Then I decided kind of at the last minute to go, just to the church. I felt like doing something different. For me.”

“That is different for you. You never even make it until midnight at home.”

Never make it until midnight... “Actually, I was making out at midnight. In a church. It was kind of amazing. More than amazing.” 

“What? I don’t believe it. Does Mom know about this?”

Melody shared the details of meeting the mystery man near the post office and again in the church, while the memory of the kiss, or kisses, and the delicious scent of him, returned in living color. How amazing it had all been.

“So who was the guy?”

“I have no idea.”

“Why not?”

“I had to get out of there before Reese saw me. The bride. I wasn’t supposed to be there.”

“You ran off and left him?”

“I was in a nightgown, Mar. I had to get home.”

“So you don’t know who he is. Are you going to find out?”

“Probably not. I don’t know. Maybe. But I don’t even know how.”

“Somebody must know him. Just ask people. Ask the bride.”

“I can’t do that.” She shook her head. “I don’t need to find him.” How would she even go about it?

“You should find out who he is. Somebody who was at the wedding has to know him. You don’t have to pursue anything. But it would be interesting to find out who he is.”

“Maybe. I’m sure somebody knows him. Unless he was crashing the wedding, too.”

––––––––
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ON MONDAY MORNING THE office was filled with chatter about the wedding, most of it from Laura, Ellie, and Cali, who were close friends of Reese. Melody didn’t normally involve herself in group gossips, but she hadn’t been able to shake her curiosity about Passat man, especially after the conversation with Marielle. And she couldn’t forget she had seen him twice in eight days. 

Coincidences happened, she knew that. And memories of them stayed with her because they intrigued her. Had her father not gotten sick, she wouldn’t have had to mail her Christmas gifts, wouldn’t have met Passat man, wouldn’t have gone to the church and kissed him through twelve bells. Mixed somewhere in there were Passat man’s coincidences. His plus one hadn’t followed through, and he was in the same parking lot on the twenty third.

“At the reception, Reese told me when the bells rang at midnight, there was a couple in the back of the church that were kissing the whole time the bells were ringing.” 

Melody heard Laura’s comment and glanced around the office, noting the interested looks.

“Who was it? Did she know?” Ellie asked. “Our kiss was about two seconds, and I didn’t look around after.”

“Reese couldn’t see,” Laura said. “She just said the woman had a red coat.”

Melody had never worn her red coat to work, since not in a million years would work be considered a special occasion.

“She would have seen her at the reception, wouldn’t she? Didn’t she know the man?” Ellie asked.

“She asked Griffin about him, but he hadn’t noticed. He told her he only had eyes for her.” 

Melody heard a chorus of “Awwww” from many desks around the room and turned her head away to roll her eyes.

“Melody, you didn’t go, did you?” Cali asked.

She slowly opened her mouth, wondering how to answer without lying, then heard Ellie speak. 

“Oh, how was your trip to your parents? Did you get to see the baby?” 

Melody knew eyes were on her, and that she hadn’t answered Cali’s question. She decided avoidance was the way to go. “My father got sick, so we postponed Christmas.” She heard another chorus, this one sympathetic. But she needed to get to work, not chat about the past, and she focused on her computer screen. Not on the fact that Passat man’s identity remained a mystery.
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Chapter 4
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Melody didn’t believe in New Year’s resolutions. If she needed to make a change, she wasn’t guided by the calendar. Having failed to accomplish something significant during her vacation, she thought about what she could do now to make up for it. 

Driving past a small coffee shop on the way home from work, she saw they were looking for help. With the lights on against the early evening darkness, it looked cozy inside. The red neon Help Wanted sign was curious. The name of the shop, Mugz, was unusual and an additional cause for curiosity. She glanced around for a parking spot on the busy main street, realized rush hour wasn’t the time to expect to find on-street parking, and pulled into a municipal lot two blocks away. 

Climbing out of the Jetta, she zipped her coat against the cold wind. A cup of hot coffee would be perfect. As she pulled open the door she heard an overhead bell jingle and glanced at a couple seated at a window table, both with tall paper cups before them. She saw no book shelves, no pastry case, no TV. This was a no-frills coffee shop, although tea was included on the menu board on the back wall. At the counter she asked the man standing behind it, gazing out the window, for a small coffee with milk and sweetener. The price was considerably less than what she was used to paying at other shops. She waited for about a minute before she was handed her cup. 

After thanking the man she asked about the job then took a sip of the coffee. She looked around, not seeing a display of sweeteners. Which might explain why he hadn’t added it to her coffee. He told her he’d be right back and disappeared into the “Staff Only” doorway to the left of the counter. After a moment he returned to his spot behind the counter and was followed by a middle-aged woman who introduced herself as Rachel, the owner and manager. 

After their conversation, Melody shook Rachel’s hand and walked out into the night with a new part-time job. Her first shift would be on Saturday, starting at six a.m. She took another sip of the coffee, shuddered, and decided to add her own sweetener once she reached home. The neon sign now made sense. 
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GABE WAS HAVING DINNER with friends in the city, but not for an hour. He pulled into the lot off the main street and headed for a cup of tea. It would warm him up and kill time. The Passat’s heater was working when it felt like it, and today wasn’t one of its good days. With the temps in the thirties lately, it made for some uncomfortable rides. He’d better get it to the shop soon, or it was going to be the winter from hell. Which would be freezing over if it ever decided to take a ride with him. 

He pulled open the door to Mugz, wondering what they would do to his order tonight. The guy behind the counter was staring out the window at the cars moving slowly past, his usual routine. 

“Tea with milk, no sugar,” Gabe said, holding out a couple of bills. He eyed the cup on the counter optimistically labelled “Tips”. Empty, as usual. While he waited, he looked out the window, taking over for the guy while he prepared his order. When he sensed the guy at the counter behind him, he turned and took the cup from him. He eyed his name tag. “Thanks, Mickey.” There was a puzzled look on the guy’s face, and Gabe guessed Mickey had had a tiring day. Those cars couldn’t watch themselves.  

He sat at a window table and watched the couple at another table stand. He removed the cup’s lid and pulled out the tea bag. If there was milk in this cup, it was invisible. Taking a sip, the sweetness made him grimace. He asked himself why he continued to stop here when 100% of the time his order was wrong, but he knew why. The tea was cheaper than anywhere else in the city, and just once he would like to get what he ordered. He knew the day would come. Maybe then he’d move on to another coffee shop, ready for his next exercise in patience.
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MELODY WAS IN PLACE behind the counter at Mugz on Saturday after her five minutes of training with Rachel. She was ready to work the appliances to make a cup of coffee or tea, knew where the milk, cream, sweetener and sugar were located, and knew how to work the cash register. The one thing she didn’t understand was why there wasn’t a single mug in the coffee shop, but guessed the name “Cupz” wouldn’t have had the same effect. 

Rachel had given her a name tag to pin to her white blouse, which, along with black pants, was her uniform. She’d remain behind the counter since someone else had been assigned to cleaning the tables. As jobs went, it would present no challenges, unless a bus full of customers arrived. 

She glanced at the name tag. Mickey. Rachel had said she didn’t want customers to know the employees’ names, for their protection. Melody thought Rachel was overly protective, but she didn’t question it. At Mugz, she would be Mickey. She didn’t see what the other name tags in the drawer said and thought she might have a different name for her next shift, Tuesday night at six. She wondered if there was a Reese in the collection, or maybe an Ellie or Cali. 

She heard the door open and assumed her server smile.
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GABE HAD AGREED TO drive his friend, Willow, to the airport since she’d told him she was too cheap to pay for a ride. He’d said if she bought him a cup of tea he was in, even though she’d refused to be his plus one for Griffin’s wedding.

On the sidewalk approaching Mugz, Willow’s phone rang and she tapped the screen as Gabe opened the door and waved her inside. There were two customers in line at the counter, and he stood beside Willow as she talked about someone’s hair or shoes. He glanced out the window and saw light traffic, probably not unusual for this hour on a Saturday morning, although he couldn’t remember when he’d been downtown on a weekend this early. One customer, then the other, was served quickly, and he wondered what kind of a mess his order would be today. Willow tapped his arm and handed him a five.

“You want anything?” he asked and she shook her head. Maybe she was the smart one. Now she was talking about dark roots and moustaches. 

When he reached the counter, he looked up at the menu board, wondering if he wanted to try something different. Give the server a chance to mutilate something new, but then decided to stick with his regular. “Tea with milk and no su-” He stopped and stared at the server. “Jetta?”

“Passat?” Melody asked, surprise only momentarily distracting her from her coffee serving training. “You want tea with milk and no...?”

“Sugar. Hold the sugar.” He handed her the five and she gave him change, then turned
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