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Foreword




by Frank Bartoli, CEO

PA and Coffee Inclusive

At PA and Coffee Inclusive, we believe that everyone deserves the opportunity to live, work, and belong in their community. Since our founding, our mission has been rooted in inclusion, empowerment, and possibility for people with intellectual and developmental disabilities, such as Down Syndrome and autism.

Inspired by my daughter, Ellie, and by countless individuals who have shown what is possible when people are supported and encouraged, we created Coffee Inclusive as a beautiful expression of this vision to help individuals pursue their goals and build fulfilling, independent lives.

More than a café, it is a place where individuals grow in confidence, develop job skills, and form meaningful connections. It is a space filled with purpose, kindness, and community, much like the stories you will find in this book.

This anthology celebrates simple joys: warm conversations, quiet moments, shared laughter, and the comfort of a good cup of coffee. Each story reflects the power of human connection and the beauty of seeing one another with openness and respect. These same values guide our work every day.

When you purchase this book, you are helping turn these values into action. Proceeds support employment and training opportunities for individuals with diverse abilities, creating pathways to independence, dignity, and pride. Your support helps build workplaces where everyone is welcomed and valued.

Thank you for being part of our story. By supporting this book, you are helping create a more inclusive community, one where everyone belongs and has the opportunity to shine.


Introduction




by Nicole Frail

Editor & Publisher





I try not to play favorites with the books I edit and publish, but I will say that The Perfect Blend is very special to me, and likely always will be.


This collection is the first to include authors from northeastern Pennsylvania (NEPA!)—my “neck of the woods.”

Some authors stumbled upon me at local bookish events and markets, while others came to me through friends of friends who found my ad about the short story contest that built this anthology (and who also knew their bookish or writer friend had a great story in them).

In addition to the local/regional aspect, which is dear to me, the collaboration with Coffee Inclusive, one of my favorite area cafés, has also been exciting and rewarding.

This book started as an idea that snuck its way into my mind when, at a market hosted by Coffee Inclusive, I overheard a discussion about upcoming fundraisers. I found myself wondering if there was a way I could help. Could my itty-bitty, one-woman press help make a difference?

It turns out, yes—it could.

Through our collaboration, a portion of your purchase of this anthology will be donated to Coffee Inclusive to help with continued support, operations, and education of their crew of bakers, baristas, and café employees with intellectual and developmental disabilities. I hope you feel good about that, because I sure do!


This anthology brought together many members of the community as they worked toward one goal: showcasing how small spots like coffee shops can provide inspiration, creativity, and safe spaces where we can get to know each other better. Similar to the characters in this collection, perhaps over an iced latte or hot chocolate, a hot tea or a specialty beverage, you may strike up a conversation that allows you to learn more about someone who will come to hold a special place in your heart. 



Short Story Summaries

Best Seat in the House

by Amanda Yanul

A writer’s weekly ritual is thrown into chaos when a smug stranger steals her sacred café window seat, igniting a weeks-long war of caffeine-fueled pettiness, sabotage, and flirtation. Somewhere between stolen lattes, elderly accomplices, and missed deadlines, Becca realizes the real magic wasn’t the seat, but the man stubborn enough to fight her for it.

Brewing Affection

by Katelynn Dilday

In a bustling café, Esme good-naturedly inspires connections among her patrons through small gestures. Esme is secretly smitten with James, one of her coffee shop regulars, but he seems oblivious to her affections. While Esme watches love bloom through meaningful moments, she wonders if she’ll ever have a spark of her own.

Scents of Reminiscence

by Stacy Shaffer


With hopes of finding peace in her memories, Mae travels back to the college town where she fell in love. But as the day unfolds, her old memories push her toward new experiences.


Wax & Wane Bakery

by Stephanie Evans

In this modern love story with a ancient, magical twist, Rosalie Arden must prove her worth as heiress to the family bakery before midnight. She is supported from afar by a handsome and adventurous love.

Pay It Forward

by J.L. Franklin

Seeking shelter from a fierce winter storm, Melody slips into a coffee shop expecting nothing more than warmth and a hot cup of coffee. Instead, she meets Dylan, a handsome stranger whose unexpected kindness chips away at the walls she’s built around her heart.

Perfect

by Jenn Johnson-Hamer

She sits working at a table in the coffee shop. He walks in, with his stupid face and his stupid dimple, asking for a second chance . . . after ghosting her.

Love at First Latte

by M. C. Ryder

The heart’s desire to find a place of belonging is what newcomer Noel Sidney seeks. Crossing paths with a stranger can either leave a bitter taste in the mouth or one sweet like honey.

Chock-Full of Love

by Madison Park

Fashion model Valentina and photographer Tyler find love after a headlong collision involving spilled coffee and ruined morning coffee rituals.

The Not-So-Soft Ritual of Cocoa

by Mykala Patel

An anxious, chronically early millionaire nervously survives a first date over a disastrous cocoa flight, rambling confessions, and one ill-advised sip of jalapeño chocolate. What begins as social panic slowly turns tender as his awkward honesty makes a genuine connection impossible to ignore.

Just a Dash of Coffee

by Olga Serafini

Katie is a baker in a small coffee shop, a young widow, and a mom of a tech-savvy teenager with a disability. When an attempted robbery brings a handsome deputy into her life, she’s not sure if she’s ready to make changes to the life she’s tried so hard to put back together for her and her son.

Chasing Fate

by Erin Bastow

Harold is an old soul whose favorite haunt is the local coffee shop. He spends his time observing the comings and goings of patrons and contemplating deeper meaning in the coincidences that comprise our days.  When he witnesses instant sparks between Brooke and Louise during a brief encounter, he wonders if the two women will embrace what he knows to be true: they were meant to run into each other.

The Many Blessings of Hestia Caffina

by Elizabeth Baizel

Beloved coffee in hand, Medusa is settling into life in a quiet mountain town when she meets Gene. Is Hestia Caffina playing matchmaker, or will things sour like day-old oat milk?


Best Seat in the House




Amanda Yanul

One. Thing.

I wished for one thing, and I can’t even get it.

Every Thursday, I visit the Morning Brew café and work on my manuscript, the one my editor has been hounding me over for weeks. My writer’s block is my greatest vice, but the coveted window spot at the front of the local coffee house has eased my troubles. The sun beaming in hugs me from behind and leaves a heavenly glow on my otherwise-average work. The chatter from customers catching up over matcha lattes and fresh-baked croissants soothes my soul, even with headphones on. The atmosphere is immaculate.

When I walk through the mint-green door, I smile at the sound of the bell ringing at my entrance, and I raise my hand to greet Jeffrey, the kind barista who knows my order like the back of his latte-art-making hand.

And then an anvil drops on my heart at the sight of a man.


He’s in his own world, sipping coffee, typing with urgency on his laptop, and sitting in my comfort seat.


Perplexed and disappointed, I saunter over to the counter where a cheery teenager takes my order, adds a smiley face next to my name on the cup, and passes it over to Jeffrey.

“Hey Becca, how’s your morning so far?” he asks with a smile from ear-to-ear, and I appreciate it every time.

“It’s going okay.” I glance over at the unidentified man, still typing away. “Do you know that guy by chance?”

His gaze follows to where my head nods, and he returns to finishing up my iced latte, pouring the last bit of oat milk into it before opening another carton.

“Hmm, I’ve seen him before, but I don’t know his name. I think he usually comes in on my days off.” He passes it over to me, service with yet another friendly smile.

“Thank you.”

“Anytime. Have a great day!”

It’s decided. I’ll just have to find another seat today. It’s upsetting, but I’m sure it’ll be fine.

I find the only table that’s vacant of people and crumbs. It’s closer to the espresso machines, and the sunlight is not quite reaching my chair how it normally would, but it’ll do. I place my things on the lonely seat next to me and pull out my laptop. The writer’s block hits me like a pulsing migraine after a sleepless night.

I write for what could be hours. In reality, it’s been about twenty minutes, and I’m left with pages upon pages of nothingness. I’m void of creativity. I can’t go on like this any longer.

With a friendly grin on my face, I ignore the insistent texts from my editor to send him “literally anything to work with.” (His words, not mine.) And I saunter over to the brunette man wearing wire-rimmed glasses and a robin’s egg blue button-up with the sleeves rolled to his elbows. If I didn’t loathe him for ruining my day, I’d admit he’s not nauseating to look at.

“Ahem, excuse me.”

His eyes slowly rise to meet mine. “Yes?”

Here comes the nervous laughter. A giggle escapes me, and I hate myself for it, but I digress.

“This is a little awkward, and I don’t mean to be rude, but I kind of . . . need this seat.”

Now he’s the one chuckling.

“This seat? The one I’m currently in?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Well . . .” My words spill like water out of a leaky faucet, not knowing when to end: “I’m a writer, and this is my lucky spot. I mean, it sounds stupid, but I—”

He’s smirking at me, either assuming I’m trying to flirt with him or am downright outlandish.

“This seat has the perfect amount of sunlight, and the noise factor is just enough to relax me without distracting me from work.”

“Would you say it’s just right?”

“Sure,” I say, confused, not knowing where he’s going with this. My foot is mindlessly tapping the vinyl flooring, awaiting his decision to move.

“Well then, Goldilocks, you should be in sales, because you sold me. This is my new favorite spot.”

“It wasn’t really an offer—”

“No, no, I was almost done for the day, but another chapter can’t hurt. Thanks for the tip!” The smile he sends my way is blinding. I can’t deny the flutter it brings to my stomach.

And he returns to tapping on the keys. My awkward self is now embarrassed and annoyed, the heat rising to my cheeks within seconds of our interaction.

“Fine, okay. So sorry to disturb you,” I reply with a phony smile and walk back to the dark and dingy table with a pulsing surge of defeat and my tail between my legs.

Alright, Mystery Man, game on.

Week 1

You can’t be serious.

Morning Brew is buzzing with lively customers and the smell of coffee wafts through my nostrils. The crisp air blows in from the drive-thru, and the manager is stocking the pastry case with delicious treats that make my mouth water. Yet, a hint of joy is missing from my nook being taken for the second week in a row.

I stomp over with gentleness, as to not disturb other people, and severity, to prove to him that I mean business this time. He stops, as if he had been expecting me, crossing his arms and leaning back into the decorative pillows. Oh, how I miss those.

“You’re here again?”

“You can’t really claim a seat. I’m a paying customer.”

“Oh, just you wait . . .” I try to make an ominous remark, but I only know him as Mystery Man. “Wait, what’s your name?”

The dimple in his cheek and twinkle in his deep brown eyes don’t sway me. My stone-cold glare and firm stance remain unchanged.

“It’s Andrew.”

“Andrew?” I start to put my hand out for him to shake, then pull back to wipe the nonexistent lint from my sleeve. He doesn’t deserve my politeness, not yet anyway. “Becca.”

With a swift glance over my shoulder as I walk over to order my hyper-fixation drink, I mutter a quiet “This isn’t over” under my breath.

“Good to know. Nice meeting you, Becca.” He tosses a halfhearted wave before taking a swig of his drink.

Jeffrey has his same smile plastered on his face after witnessing the whole ordeal, waiting for me to step up to the counter.

“Your usual?” he asks, ringing in a medium iced vanilla latte with oatmilk.

“Yes, please.” I sigh, brushing the baby hairs away from my face and grabbing my credit card from my wallet.

“I’ll throw in a complimentary muffin for you, on the house. You’re my entertainment for the day.”

“Thanks, Jeffrey. You’re an angel.”

I puncture the straw into my drink and take a large sip and gulp, white-knuckled as I grip the muffin. The bell above the door rings as I exit, admitting my defeat for the second and final time. Next week, I refuse to go down without a fight.

Week 2

Something must be in the water today because I’m lighter than a feather as I skip from my apartment to the café. Somehow, the sun is brighter, the coffee smells bolder, and my skin has a shiny glow this morning. And when an elderly man holds the door open for me, I’m greeted by a symphony of delight and wonderful surprises.

“And you’re saying he just left his jacket here and has been in the bathroom since you opened?” a familiar voice questions the innocent barista like a detective trying to crack a case.

I walk up to move the unfamiliar jean jacket draped across the entire cushioned bench and slip into the seat. When he turns around at the sound, I’m grinning at him with pure innocence and power.

“Thank you for the coat, Jeffrey!”

The barista sends a flighty wave while finishing off someone’s extra dry cappuccino at the espresso bar.

Andrew whips his head to Jeffrey and turns back with a hint of a glare. I swear I saw the corner of his mouth tilt up before returning to its original position.

“Well played.”

“I don’t know what you mean.” I shrug my shoulders as I open the computer bag and pull out my laptop and headphones. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I should really get to work. It’s too perfect of a day to waste.”

There’s that chuckle again. His dimples are on full display. He takes his rightful place at the chair that continuously disappointed me. The chair built for losers.

Ha. What a shame.

Week 3


My editor emailed me late last night about finishing the next two chapters of my novel by the end of the week. My first thought? I need the seat.


I jolt out of bed, tripping over the growing pile of unwashed clothes and almost knocking over the untouched herbal tea from my latest attempt at battling insomnia. I was never a tea girl anyway. In my sleepy haze, I rush to toss my essentials into my tote: laptop, headphones, sunglasses, lip gloss, current read, and my cell phone.

Where’s my cellphone? I search my bedroom and the living area, finding it between the couch cushions, underneath the sloppily thrown blanket.

I’ll never say my behavior was normal, but I drove straight to Morning Brew.

At two in the morning, I became delusional and figured I could sleep in the car for a few hours and set an alarm right before the café opens. Easy.

Ring, ring, ring.

Snooze.

Ring, ring, ring.

Snooze.

Snooze.

Snooze.

I’m jolted awake by a runner banging on my driver’s side window. He’s motioning with his hands and shouting to ask if I’m okay. I give a sleepy thumbs-up and wave him off. I squint at the light streaming in, and I’m fearful at the monster staring back at me in my rearview mirror.

Wait a minute. What time is it?

I grab my phone and bang my head against the car door as I rush outside to get my spot. It’s eight. I overslept.

“Late night, Sleeping Beauty?” Andrew doesn’t even give me time to process before he’s laughing to himself and gloating.

“So, you think I’m beautiful?” I tease, batting my eyelashes and swooning at him.

“Please, you’re a vision in those flannel pajamas.” He sends a wink back. I finally notice that I never changed before I rushed out of the house last night.

Racing into the bathroom, I try to wipe any wrinkles out of my clothes, run my fingers through my disheveled hair, and rub my tired eyes.

Jeffrey is waiting for me at the counter, staring with pity and remorse. He hands out my finished coffee that I hadn’t yet ordered.

“It’s on the house.”

“Seriously, I can’t do that.”

“It’s okay, you’re technically paying for it because I’m using the twenty that you gave me for last week.”

I take a deep breath and don’t make eye contact as I snatch the coffee.


​“Goodnight!” Andrew’s chuckle burns through me like stepping on hot coals in the middle of July.


Jerk.

Week 4

I speedwalk in front of a woman to hold the door open as she’s walking into Morning Brew. Once I register that it’s Mrs. Carleton from the floral shop next door, I choose to turn and crash into her instead.


The gray-haired woman—who’s probably just tall enough to ride a rollercoaster—is reaching into her bright yellow purse for the pepper spray that’s directly visible to me. She settles once she registers that I’m her offender. I don’t know if she’s thrilled that I’m not a terrifying stranger or if she’s disheartened by the fact that my social and spatial awareness is still lacking, even years later.


“Becca, you startled me!” The hand on her chest that she’s using to regulate her breathing is beginning to worry me, but we’ll overlook it for now.

“I am so sorry, Mrs. C! I don’t mean to bother you, but could you do me a teensy favor?”

She purses her lips, the confusion evident in her wrinkled brow and squinted eyes.

“See that man right there?” I point to Andrew in the window. “I need you to distract him for a few minutes when he grabs his coffee.”

“Oh, I don’t know.”

“I’ll buy your coffee for a month.”

“Well, alright.”


Simple enough. Thank you, Mrs. C.


She puts on an award-worthy performance, and I had no expectations of this working, but she exceeded them. I’m able to move all of Andrew’s stuff to a nearby table and plop my stuff down in place of it while Mrs. Carleton is sandwiching Andrew’s hands in hers and telling him how his nose reminds her of her late husband’s. Her deep sobs are attracting the attention of many onlookers, but I definitely got my money’s worth. And the look on his face was even more priceless.

His face is morphing into a gorgeous mixture of confusion, concern, and discomfort. His eyes are wide. He’s a wonderful active listener, nodding and replying to everything she says, taking in each word like oxygen.

After letting him squirm longer than I’d like to admit, I shoot her a wide-toothed grin and thumbs-up. Her tears are sucked back into her eyes like an emotion vacuum. I both fear and admire her for it.

“Thank you, son, this was fun!” She pats his hand before claiming her coffee and giving me a proud wink.

As she exits the coffee shop, Andrew’s eyes wander to the person earning Mrs. C’s attention, and his amusement doesn’t go unnoticed. He strolls over, leaning over the lonely chair on the other side of the window table.

“Bringing an innocent elderly woman into your schemes? Diabolical.” He shakes his head to hide the slight chuckle. “I expected more from you, Becca.”

“It got me the table, didn’t it?”

His eyes are analyzing me, intently watching and slowly heightening my insecurities. I cough to snap us out of the intimate bubble that I can’t stand getting caught in.

“You should get back to your things. Wouldn’t want anyone to manhandle your stuff.”

“Right.” He shoots me another look before turning, but this time, I don’t break eye contact.







Week 5

There’s no way this is real life.


Nobody is at the table because its perimeter is surrounded by Wet Floor signs and a folded paper sits on the table. Reserved. The inanimate objects can’t speak, but I swear they’re laughing maniacally at me.


Pathetic.

The smiley-face barista takes my order, and I stand in front of the espresso machine where Jeffrey is preparing my drink.

“What’s the reserved sign for?” I ask him.

“Uh—”

Our gazes attract like magnets to the scene happening to the right of us. Smiley is now attempting to flirt, twirling her curtain bangs and laughing at something Andrew came off with. Why does he have to be here now, and wasn’t her hair just slicked back? Where did she get hair to twirl? Was he flirting back?

Andrew thanks the barista and drops a dollar in the tip jar, but he stops in front of me. He passes a crisp, fifty-dollar bill to Jeffrey, failing to break eye contact with me or let his sly smirk slip. I roll my eyes at the sight.

“Thanks, buddy,” he says to Jeffrey, then to me, “Good morning, Becca.”

I ignore the smug man next to me and turn to the guilt-ridden barista handing me my latte with shaky hands.


“Jeffrey?” Never in my life have I been betrayed like this. Even you, Jeffrey. . . .


“Sorry, Becca, I have to pay for school somehow.” He throws up his arms in careful surrender and goes back to his safe zone behind the bar counter.

I glare at Andrew, my eyes narrowing in disgust and aggravation. “What’re you smiling at?”

“Nothing. It’s the name of the game, right?”

He reaches past me to grab a straw and takes a sip, inches from my face. He starts removing the signage from the tragic crime scene, and Smiley joins him.

It’s the name of the game.




Week 6

This morning, I got up at the crack of dawn. I put on my comfiest jeans and cream-knit sweater, did my makeup, and I was ready to put the final nail in our coffin and win this. Once and for all.

I’m pulling straight into a spot when another car mirrors mine. Much to my dismay, the driver is a brunette man in his late twenties with wire-brimmed glasses. We both reach for our stuff and bolt out of our cars.

Rushing in at the same time, our bodies cram through the doorway that’s only built for one human. Being a gentleman, he submits.

But once he gets in, we’re back to the push-and-pull, pushing each other’s butts off the bench and pulling our laptops out of their bags onto the table. It’s a vicious game of musical chairs but subtract the childish music and add slightly sad indie songs . . . and also add a handful of judgmental stares.

With half of my body on the cushioned seat and the other half hanging on for dear life, I come to a compromise:

“Hey, I have an idea. Why don’t we just sit together?”

I’m shaking my head at him. It’s so dumb that we never thought of this.

He keels over with laughter, and I pat his back. My immediate reaction is worry. Is he choking? Is this normal for him?

He’s back up, gleaming at me. We’re good, folks.

“I thought you’d never ask.” His twinkling eyes and dimples twist my heart into knots, marking a deeper blush on my cheeks than I came in with.

Our shoulders brush as we type to beat the clock for our deadlines, and I don’t hate it. We are actually enjoying each other’s company.

“Medium iced vanilla latte with oat milk.”

I rise from the seat, leaving my headphones on the keyboard. A calloused hand reaches for the exact drink, colliding in the process. The owner of the hand doesn’t surprise me.

“I think this is mine.”

“Please, I don’t mean to be rude, but I need this drink.” I shoot him a pleading gaze,

clasping my hands together in desperation.

“Take it, I’ll beat you to it tomorrow.” And with a wink, he sits back at our shared nook to wait for them to call the second iced vanilla oat milk latte.




Week 12

And there it is. The best seat in the house.

Mostly because he’s there, sitting at the table waiting for me. A fresh bouquet of pink and yellow lilies is set on the table. His glasses are locked on the screen in front of him, mindlessly typing away, and he moves the computer bag to the floor for me to slide into my designated spot. Two iced lattes sit on the table. One is left untouched, and the other is a little over halfway full.

I wave to Jeffrey and give Smiley a polite nod, but I’m keeping an eye on her.

“Good morning! My parents are good for dinner Saturday night.” I lean over to the man to my left and kiss him on the cheek, squeezing him in a tight hug.

“Perfect, that’ll give me enough time to reach my deadline.” Andrew beams at me, the sun reflecting on his hair, and it looks dusty brown in the light. He hands me the bouquet of flowers that I didn’t want to assume were for me, but I’d never let him live it down if they weren’t. Just kidding!

“For me? You shouldn’t have,” I bat my eyelashes and pretend swoon again. Ah, it feels like the first time. He laughs and looks over my shoulder to see what I’m working on today when I finally open my laptop. I almost knock over both of our coffees in the process.

Instead of reaching for the latte freshly topped off with ice, I grab his and take a large sip.

“Yum! That’s delicious. Cinnamon?” I go wide-eyed. The notes of cinnamon and sugared spices mixed with the lighter espresso roast is a dangerous and delicious combination.

He smirks and hands me the full one. “Yes, I figured you’d like it, so I got two.”

“You know me so well.” I smile and grab the first latte again. “But you know, I think I’d like to just share yours.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Learn more about Amanda Yanul and her other works at the back of this book.


Brewing Affection




Katelynn Dilday

Saturday, October 12




For Esme, coffee shops were a crossroads of delicious possibilities. Strangers locking eyes over laptop screens. Meetups for first dates and heartfelt confessions. Phone numbers written in hurried script on coffee cups. And Esme had a front row seat for them all.

“Large vanilla latte for Mark!” Esme called out cheerily as she set the drink down on the counter.

A man in a navy suit stepped forward, confusion striking a wrinkled vee between his brows. “I think you mean a double shot espresso?”

At the same time, a woman wearing a paint-splattered denim jacket slid in next to him. “There should be a vanilla latte for Danielle.”

Their hands brushed against each other as they both reached forward, the collision knocking the coffee cup onto the ground in a steaming splash.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Danielle started pulling brown paper napkins out of the dispenser to dab at the man’s stained suit.

“No, no, it’s all right,” Mark said while trying to take the napkins from her. Instead, he clumsily grabbed onto both the napkins and Danielle’s hand.

Behind the counter, Esme pretended to refill the napkin dispenser while she watched hesitation bloom into potential.

The two customers stared at each other over the puddle and the fallen paper cup. Danielle had kind eyes the same color as the streak of cerulean paint on her temple. Despite Mark’s austere countenance and steely gaze, his hands lingered in quiet, purposeful gestures as he helped Danielle clean up the spill. Esme had watched him spend so much of his day dwelling in spreadsheets that he almost missed this opportunity.

Esme tried to hide her triumphant grin. “My mistake, I’ll have that double espresso out in a jiffy.”

The espresso machine hissed with steam like it knew what she was scheming. It wasn’t the first time Esme had “accidentally” mixed up orders to introduce two soulmates. Just a nudge. Then the rest was up to them.

The bell above the door jingled and Esme looked up out of habit, even though she already knew who would be standing there. He came in every day at precisely 8:22 a.m., like clockwork.

Today, his variegated purple scarf was wrapped tight around his neck, with one of the tendrils tossed over his shoulder.

“Good morning, James,” Esme greeted him warmly. She adjusted the bandana, tying back her strawberry-blonde hair before reminding herself there was no reason to be nervous.

James cleared his throat softly before replying, “Morning, Esme.”

He removed his matching indigo gloves and shuffled over to scrutinize the menu as if he didn’t order the same thing every day.

“Can I please get a large peppermint latte, two shots of espresso, with extra foam?” James asked with a smile, the corners of his grass-green eyes slightly creased.

His smile was as familiar to her as his coffee order.

“You’ve got it.” It was Esme’s little secret that the only reason she stocked the flavoring year-round was because it was his favorite.

Esme prepped the drink with practiced movements, adding her signature swirl of steamed milk to the top before handing the cup to James. She found a mundane comfort in being a barista known for her heart-shaped latte art.

James wrapped his hands around the cup like he was still warding off the chill from outside and found his way to his normal spot. The table by the window was bathed in a soft, morning light that brought out the golden highlights in his honey-brown hair. A soft, unintentional sigh escaped Esme.

She had collected snippets about him over the years, gathering them like flowers pressed between the pages of a weathered journal. He was an only child, unlike Esme, who came from a boisterous extended family. Despite coming in early every day, James had admitted he wasn’t really a morning person.

He fiddled with the gold wedding band on his left hand whenever he was concentrating, but he was a widower. She’d learned that the hard way after asking him when she was going to get to meet his wife. 

And, her personal favorite, James was a writer. He wouldn’t tell her what he wrote. But he came in every day, mercilessly putting pen to paper, because he preferred it to the distractions of technology. Some days, she would walk by his table to peek at the scrawling script, but he was too quick at hiding his papers for her to catch more than a word or two.

Esme watched him in between taking and filling orders. Instead of his usual notebook, a binder of printed pages was splayed open. Even from a distance she could see James angrily crossing sections out with a red pen. The corners of the pages were creased like he wished he could crumple them up and throw them away.

“You look like you could use this,” Esme said when she brought him a refill.

“Thanks, Esme,” James said with a smile that lit up his eyes. “This helps more than you know.”

“What are you working on today?” Esme couldn’t help but ask.

“Editing. My least favorite part, but it’s where the story lives or dies. If I don’t get it right here, then it never makes it to print.”

“So the red is you, bleeding out onto the page?”

“That’s one way of putting it.” James’s laugh was a deep, resonant sound that seemed to relax some of the tension in his shoulders.

He was usually so private. Esme thought it was nice to hear more about his writing. “So what comes after this?”

James shrugged. “Worst-case scenario, it never sells. Best-case scenario, all of this time and energy was actually worth something. Because I get to share my story with the world.”

“I hope I get to read it one day.”

The story could be about underwater basket-weaving and she would still read it. What Esme really wanted was a glimpse into his thoughts. To see the shadow of his soul laid out between black-and-white pages.

“What’s your favorite book?” James asked. “One you could read a hundred times and never get tired of.”

Esme held up a finger. “Give me one minute.”

Turning from James’s table, Esme sped past the counter. She counted off the seconds while she rifled through her purse. Esme was racing against the clock without knowing how much time she had before the next customer came in.

She returned to the table with a thin paperback. The spine was creased, and the corners of the cover were worn like a stone tumbled through the river.

“This is my favorite.” Esme rested the book next to his coffee cup. “It’s a collection of love poems.”

The pages fell open as if the binding remembered the verse she returned to over and over again. An anthology about the tender moments that bound people together. James’s ink-stained fingers traced the lines of her favorite poem by Elizabeth Barrett Browning.

How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.

I love thee to the depth and breadth and height

My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight

For the ends of being and ideal grace.

I love thee to the level of every day’s

Most quiet need, by sun and candle-light.

I love thee freely, as men strive for right.

I love thee purely, as they turn from praise.

“How fitting,” James said.

“What do you mean?”

His eyes sparkled with amusement, and he gave Esme a mischievous half-smile. “Only that it suits you.”

“I—well—thank you,” Esme said, her cheeks flushed. “What about you?”

“I’ve always been a fan of fantasy. Stories that make the world feel bigger or the impossible seem within reach.”

“Is that what this one is then? A fantasy?” Esme probed further as James handed back her poetry book.

“In its own way,” James answered cryptically.

Before Esme could push him for more answers, the bell rang, followed by a burst of laughter as a small group walked in. The moment between them was shattered, but Esme was torn. She wanted to bask in the quiet intimacy that had filled their spot by the window, but she needed to take care of business.

With a reluctant sigh, Esme gathered her resolve and returned to the counter.

Saturday, November 23




The coffee shop was a whirlwind. Esme’s apron was dusted with crumbs from the pastry counter and orders kept flying across the counter. The students preparing for exams before fall break were shooting back espresso like caffeine would magically transplant the knowledge into their brains. Then there was the minivan mom with half a children’s soccer team asking what drinks on the menu were caffeine free.

All the tables were occupied when one of Esme’s regulars, Sophia, came in. Sophia was hovering near the pickup counter with her hands wrapped around the strap of her purse like it was her anchor in the crowd. Esme had noticed before that Sophia normally kept to herself, gravitating toward the smaller tables in the back of the café. None of which were currently available.

“Sophia, here’s your vanilla chai.” When Esme called her name, Sophia jumped like a spooked deer.

Sophia accepted the drink with a soft murmur of gratitude, still scoping out the limited seating.

Just a nudge, Esme reminded herself.

“If you’re looking for a table, may I suggest that one?” Esme pointed at a woman with headphones reading a book.

Esme thought the two would get along nicely, if given the chance. The reader had a calm, attentive air. Esme thought she seemed like the type to welcome changes, like an unexpected companion, with little fuss.

Sophia shuffled from side to side in hesitation. “I wouldn’t want to be a bother.”

“Would you mind? If it were you?” Esme had known the answer before she’d asked.

Although she was shy, Sophia’s consideration was apparent in the way she stood aside to let others pass, holding the door open for those nearby, and offering slight smiles to strangers. Esme knew that if the roles were reversed, Sophia wouldn’t hesitate to make room for a stranger.

Sophia seemed to summon her courage, walking over to the two-top to tap the reader lightly on the shoulder. Esme watched as the reader welcomed Sophia, moving her things to make room. It was like witnessing two pieces of a puzzle fitting together.

Feeling satisfied with herself, Esme found her gaze drifting to the table by the window. She had barely spoken a word to James since he arrived in the middle of the weekend chaos.

Esme expected to see James scribbling furiously in his notebook. But instead, she found him already looking in her direction. Esme felt herself caught in his green gaze.
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