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David Hunter was tired. 

Tired beyond belief, as well as cold and achy, as he stood in the doorway of the Sugarplum Café, and debated whether to go inside. 

This little adventure was not working out as he had hoped. 

He checked the cheap watch strapped to his wrist, the case nearly fogged over with condensation. From what he could tell, it was nearly 6:00 p.m., and the café would close shortly. Even as he knew he was coming down with a bad cold or the flu, he was still desperately hungry. But after being on the road for months with only a backpack and little money, his appearance was haggard now, and he’d been turned away from more than one establishment.

This experience taught him a few things about the common citizens—they were rude, intolerant, and downright mean and nasty. They judged you by how you looked, and what you had—or rather, what they assumed you didn’t have. Never in his life had he felt so repulsed by the human race. 

This time on the streets had changed him forever and not in a good way, either.

Perhaps it was time to go home. 

Maybe everyone was right when they told him he would fail, that he should stick with what he knew, what he was trained to do. Not some wild whim, as his mother called it. If he went home now, he’d never live it down. His parents would remind him of this experience every chance they got for the remainder of their lives, or his life, whoever died first. 

With what he had experienced over the last few months, he wasn’t so certain he would outlive them or even survive long enough to make the journey home.

Well, maybe that was being a little melodramatic, but in all honesty, he had never felt so worn down and unwell in his entire life. Every flu he had growing up was nothing like this. Of course, back then, he would be propped up in bed watching television and sipping ice-cold soda and munching on crackers, while his mother doted on his every want and need. 

Being on your own while so unwell was harrowing.

A little bell above the door tinkled as he entered the café. An immediate warmth entered his bones, and the heavenly smell of coffee and cinnamon filtered the air. The place was a charming Christmas wonderland. Cozy tables for two, with red and green tablecloths and place mats dotted the hardwood floor. Fairy lights twinkled merrily from the walls, windows, around support beams, and adorned the counter. A fire roared in a stone fireplace near the back of the café, and a decorated tree stood in full view.

The most fascinating thing was an assortment of gingerbread houses, of all different sizes and shapes, each wrapped in cellophane and tied with a festive bow. The gingerbread houses lined the counter, as well as a long shelf above it, and several were placed in various spots throughout the café. Everything looked like a Christmas movie and he wasn’t sure if he was now hallucinating.

“Please come in and close the door. We don’t want to let all the heat out.”

The voice was distinctly female, so lovely and lilting. When he spotted her as she came out from behind the counter, she was a vision in purple. 

And she was real. 

Not a mirage or a hallucination.

She was really real.

She actually seemed to glide along rather than walk, dressed in a deep purple skirt that touched the floor, and a matching sweater that hinted at a curvy figure. Perched on top of her head, over raven hair tied in a loose braid that fell to near her lower back, was a headband of mistletoe. Not real mistletoe, but some kind of plastic. Her skin was pale and perfect. He could imagine how gorgeous she would look in a crown of real mistletoe. 

Like a fairy queen. 

Certainly, someone was kissing those full lips every night beneath that mistletoe.

He snapped out of his reverie. He wasn’t here to admire the beautiful woman or the Christmas surroundings.

“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice coming out in a croak. He cleared his throat, but it only confirmed what he had been feeling—he was coming down with a cold or flu. No, not coming down with a virus, he already was consumed with it. He only hoped he wasn’t contagious. He closed the door behind him.

“Go on and take a seat. It’s really nice by the fire. You’re in luck, I was just getting ready to throw out the last bowl of tomato soup. It’s all yours now.”

Well, this was certainly different from what he’d experienced the last few weeks. Someone who actually welcomed him into their establishment and made him feel comfortable about being there.

“Thank you,” he said, feeling the burn in his throat. He made his way to the back of the café and took a seat near the fire. For a few moments, he simply enjoyed the warmth and the smell, and even the sound of Christmas songs playing in the distance. 

David wasn’t quite sure what happened. 

His eyes flew open and he nearly jumped back in the chair. 

Had he fallen asleep? 

Apparently so, he realized as the woman placed a bowl of soup in front of him, along with crusty bread and a ramekin of butter.

“Are you okay?” she asked, with genuine concern in her voice.

He unzipped his jacket and shimmied out of it. An unwelcome blush crept into his already hot cheeks. “I just dozed off for a minute. I’m sorry about that.” 

She waved off his apology. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. It’s so nice and warm in here, I am surprised I don’t fall asleep sometimes when I’m alone. Would you like coffee or tea?”

He looked at her. 

Such a beautiful woman, with deep espresso-brown eyes. 

He could tell right away that she was as kind as she was beautiful. He didn’t know how he knew this, he just knew it was true. “Coffee would be wonderful, thank you.” As he said the words, his mind once again went to his steadily declining cash supply. He was determined not to give up now, he was so close to finishing his plan. 

All he had to do was hold on for a while longer. If he could, he would prove not only to himself but to everyone else that this journey of his was worth it.

He unfolded the linen napkin and picked up the spoon. He dipped it into the creamy tomato soup and lifted it to his mouth. For a moment, he just relished the delicious tang on his tongue. Lately, he’d been living off of the cheap menu at Burger Universe, or prepackaged junk on sale at the convenience stores.

A half-smile crossed his lips when he thought about the take a penny, leave a penny cup on the counter at the convenience store. 

He once was the guy who left his spare change in that cup. 

Now he was the one who took it.

It wasn’t really funny, but it was either smile and be amused by the thought, or break down and cry with shame.

The little bell above the door jingled again, and David looked over. 

A man entered the café wearing an expensive wool coat open over a hand-tailored suit. David dressed like that once upon a time ago, and with the way things were going, he might be back in a suit and tie very soon. It never really was the buttoned-up lifestyle that bothered him, it was the work environment, and the expectations put upon him not only by his colleagues, but his parents as well.

He was nearly thirty, and it was time for his parents to finally cut the cord they’d strangled him with for so long. They didn’t approve of this little experiment he was currently conducting, and likely he would not be welcomed home for the upcoming holidays. His parents, he assumed, were too embarrassed. They didn’t want to have to answer questions posed to them by family and their friends. 

They certainly did not want him around talking about the last few months. 

Most likely they explained his quitting his job and hitting the road as he was on an extended vacation, lounging on a beach in Aruba, or sailing off of Papeete in French Polynesia, gazing at night at Crux. Perhaps they would say he was extending his studies in the United Kingdom, or some other believable and admirable story that was patently false, but didn’t require an explanation beyond their son was doing something fun and positive. 

Their son had to be a success.

The man walked up to the counter and was warmly greeted by the proprietress. He passed a travel mug across the counter. “One and four,” he said.

To David, it sounded like some kind of code. 

One and four? 

What exactly did that mean? 

He continued to eat his soup and tried not to eavesdrop on the conversation. It wasn’t his business. Still, he found himself straining to hear them.

“Thank you so much, your four will be so appreciated.”

There was that lovely, lilting voice again.

“You’re welcome, Plum. Have a good night.” The man said, and then exited with his travel cup.

Probably on his way home to his wife and family after a long day of work, David thought. 

As he sighed, he felt a rumble deep in his lungs. Not only was he sick, and countless miles from home, he was hearing things as well.

He could have sworn the man called her Plum.

Plum.

What an unusual name! 

Obviously, he misheard. No one named their child Plum, did they? Well, if they did, it certainly was a cute name.

He continued to eat, knowing the café would be closing soon. 

He’d need to find a place to sleep. 

The hostels he had stayed in tossed guests out early in the morning, and he vowed never to stay in a shelter again. To save a little money, heʼd tried a city shelter once. In the morning, he woke to a man trying to make off with his shoes, and he caught a guy trying to steal his coat and wallet. When he confronted him, the guy pulled a knife and slashed him across the palm. The wound was still not healed. He didn’t have the money to purchase antiseptic and clean bandages, and every time he thought the gash was starting to heal, he would move his hand the wrong way and the incision would reopen in a shower of fresh blood and excruciating pain. He needed to have it stitched at an emergency room along with a prescription for a strong antibiotic. 

But to do that was to admit defeat.

No, he’d rather sleep outside than in a shelter.

The swishing of her skirt along the floor caught his attention. He looked up from the soup bowl, and she was smiling. It was true he didn’t know her, but she just…shone. It was like she had an aura of goodness and kindness that surrounded her. She placed a steaming cup of coffee in front of him.

“Thank you. I’ll be quick, I’m sure you want to close up soon.”

“Take your time. I’m in no hurry, and I have no place to be tonight.”

He found that hard to believe. 

He imagined her married to someone like the guy in the expensive suit and living in a big, warm house all decked out for Christmas, with children and a large loving, supportive family.

He cleared his aching throat again. “Is there a hostel or a cheap motel around here?” he asked.

She tilted her head in consideration. “Hostel, definitely not. We don’t have things like that available around here. I think there are a few low-price motels near the airport, but you’d need to take a bus to get there, and I’m not sure if any are running at this hour. The local taxis stop operating around six o’clock, and even if they didn’t, it would be very expensive to take a taxi all that way.”

Again, every fiber in his body screamed out to him to find a phone and call his bank. Get an emergency cash withdrawal from the ATM. Go home and forget this little nightmare ever occurred. He wasn’t going to find what he was looking for. 

He would have found it by now.

He drank the coffee down in a few gulps and patted his lips with the napkin. Standing, he got back into his coat and removed a few crumpled dollar bills from the pocket.

“What do I owe you?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she smiled.

“I have to pay you something. That’s only fair.”

“It’s taken care of,” she insisted.

“How? I…don’t understand.”

She walked behind the counter and unfolded a cardboard box. “I run a little program here. If someone is fortunate in life and wants to share a little, they pay it forward for someone to have a coffee or a meal who can’t afford it. It’s just my way, and their way, of helping.”
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