The guy walking toward me is good-looking in an obnox-
ious way, like he’d play the hot jerk in a TV movie about why
drunk driving is bad or how it doesn’t pay to cheat on the
SATs. He’s got these big wraparound sunglasses on and a
shiny black short-sleeve button-up shirt filled out with the
kind of insanely sculpted arm muscles a person only gets
when they spend most of their time lifting weights in the
mirror and grunting at themselves.

“Hi,” I say. “What can I get for you?” I've been working
here for a year but I still find it funny when I hear myself
ask that, it’s like I'm a kid playing a game about working at a
coffee bar, instead of a sixteen-year-old person who actually
works at one.

The guy stares at the chalkboard behind me. “Can I
haaaaaaaaave” —“a sugar-free skim iced chai.”

“A sugar-free skim iced chai,” I say. And I try not to look
over at Brad, who I can feel watching us through the glass

pastry case he’s washing.



“Hey, Ellie!” Brad calls out. He’s using his best “casual”
voice, which is about an octave higher than his regular one.
“Isn’t this such a coincidence? How we were just talking
about sugar-free skim iced chais and how good they are?
And now this customer is ordering a chai> What was that
funny thing you were saying about them? About sugar-free
skim iced chais?”

I feel my face turning red. The thing that’s fun about
Brad is that he’ll say pretty much anything to anyone; this is
also the thing that makes me want to throw a muffin at his
head sometimes, one of those scary-huge ones that we sell
here for five twenty-five.

I turn back to the guy and make an exaggerated shrug,
like, “Who is this nut? And why is he cleaning the pastry case?”
But the guy isn’t paying attention to any of this, anyway —he’s
too busy checking out his reflection in the back of the espresso
machine.

I make his drink and hand it to him. He watches the
muscles in his forearm as he pays, and then turns around to
leave, he makes it almost to the door, but then turns back at
the last second and marches toward the counter. He’s hold-
ing his clear plastic cup up to his face. “This doesn't taste like
skim.” He jiggles the cup around. He stares at me, then down
at the cup, then back at me. “You gave me a different kind of
milk, didn’t you?”

He’s taken his sunglasses off. The skin around his eyes

is too tan. And weirdly wrinkly. He makes this intense eye
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contact for a second, like I've been lying to him, but now that
his glasses are off, I'll finally have to "fess up.

“Nope,” I say. “That was definitely skim.”

“You're positive about that?” He keeps the eye contact a
second too long and then holds the cup up above his head,
looks at the bottom of it, as if that’s where all the fat has
deposited itself.

“I'm positive,” I say. “I can make you another one if
you want.”

The guy just stands there. “No,” he says. And then he
raises his eyebrows. “But I think we boh know what you're
trying to do here.” He stands there one second longer, star-
ing, and then finally turns and walks out the door.

I wait two beats after the doors close, then I turn toward
Brad. The moment our eyes meet we burst out laughing.
“Oh. My,” Brad says. He stands up, holding the spray bottle
and rag to his hip. “I thought he looked kinda cute when he
first came in, but I should have known his big, shiny glasses
were hiding a face full of insaneness.” Brad shakes his head
slowly. “Arms like that do not come without a price.”

“Um, speaking of insaneness?”

“Yeah, but I was doing it as a favor! If he had been any-
thing resembling a normal person, my craziness would have
been a great conversation starter!”

Brad puts the bottle and rag under the counter and then
looks at his bright watch. “Okay, sweetness, youre oft soon,

so before you go, I'm just going to run to the back and restock.
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If anyone comes in who I might think was your soul mate,
make sure to tell him I said that he should give you his
number!”

“Ha-ha,” T say.

“Im serious,” Brad says. “Your very own Thomas could
be just around the corner.” I roll my eyes. Thomas is Brad’s
boyfriend who he met while working here. Thomas was a
customer and Brad, who never gets nervous around anyone,
was so nervous he dropped a piece of carrot cake on his own
shoe. It was quite sweet actually. And they have been happily
in love ever since.

Brad reaches out and grabs the end of one of my brown
curls. He stretches it out straight and then lets it go. “Boing!”
he says, then flashes me a smile as he disappears into the
back room.

I just smirk and shake my head. I pretend that it’s silly
whenever Brad talks about finding me a boyfriend, that I
don’t even want one. But the truth is, yes, I do. It’s just that
not having something because you don’t want it is far less
pathetic than wanting something you can’t have. I'm sixteen
and in two months I'll be a junior, but all of my guy experi-
ences up until this point, a grand total of three brief make-outs
with three different people, have been with friends of who-
ever my best friend, Amanda, was dating at the time, and
just kind of happened randomly. Just once I'd like to kiss a
guy because we actually like each other, not because we've

been left alone by our respective friends, who are messing
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around in the next room, and have run out of stuff to say and
need something else to do with our mouths.

I'look out over the counter. It’s quiet in here, pretty aver-
age for an early Friday evening, before the nighttime rush. A
dozen or so people are working on laptops or reading or talk-
ing quietly. A lanky guy with bright orange hair and an
earring in each ear dumps his paper cup into the garbage and
turns to wave as he walks out. Earl Grey, double tea bags,
with extra milk. That’s what he drinks when he comes in
here, which is only about once a month. Why do I know
this? It’s the funny thing about working in a coffee bar, I
guess. You get to know a tiny little bit about an awful lot of
people. I don’t know most of my customers’ names or where
they live or how old they are, but I know all the weird stuff
they like to do to their caffeinated (or decaf) drinks.

Two girls approach the counter.

One is younger than I am, maybe fifteen or so. The
other is older, probably around nineteen. The younger one
has this big, bright, ecstatic grin on her face that is taking
over all of her features. When you see a smile this genuine, it
makes you realize just how many of the smiles you see during
an average day aren’t. Looking at her, I find it almost impos-
sible not to smile back.

The older girl has the same expression on her face, like
there is light pouring out of her. And she has the same eyes.
And similar bone structure and . .. There’s a weird tugging

inside my chest as I realize something—they're sisters, these
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girls. Instantly I know everything about them. And I feel a
little sick.

They haven't seen each other in a while. The older one
was at college, or away on a long trip, and she’s just returned
home. When she was gone, it felt like she’d been gone for-
ever, but now that she’s back, it’s like she never left. Growing
up, they fought a lot, Younger was jealous of Older, resented
her and all the stuff she got to do that Younger didn’t. Older
had always thought Younger was a pain, who would never
leave her alone. But years have passed since then, and all that
petty stuff that once seemed so important stopped matter-
ing, the way it always does. Or the way it’s supposed to,
anyway. They realized they can be friends now, real friends.
And it means so much to both of them because they know
how much they went through to get there.

I take a deep breath and try to keep my face completely
still, expressionless. I know it’s not fair, but I suddenly
hate them.

“Hi!” says Younger, perky behind long bangs. “We
would like, um, some zucchini bread and ... LaurLaur?”
She looks up. “What else should we get?”

“Um, are the brownies good?” Older asks. And then
smiles and lightly smacks herself in the forehead, “Why am I
even asking, right? Theyre brownies. So yeah, a zucchini
bread, and a brownie of course, and a croissant . . .”

Younger starts giggling, “And another croissant! An

almond one!”



“And an iced latte,” says Older. “And a cupcake and a
smoothie and . . .”

The girls keep ordering, their smiles growing bigger and
bigger, exchanging looks like coming here and ordering all
this food is the culmination of a private joke. Probably some-
thing they’d been discussing for months while Older was
gone, like, “When we’re together again, we’ll go to Mon
Coeur . . . and order one of everything!”

I make their drinks and try to avoid eye contact. They’re
chatty in that way people are when they’re just really happy, a
little high on how happy they are.

“I just love this place,” says Younger.

“I know, I really missed it,” says Older. “I think, it’s what
I missed most while gone. Yup!” She opens her eyes really
wide and Younger mock punches her in the arm. Older
grabs Younger around the shoulder and kisses her on the
cheek and Younger pretends to wipe it off. They both
laugh.

All their food is lined up on the counter now. I stand
there staring at them.

“Oooh, sorry!” Older says. She takes out a lime green
leather wallet, pays for everything with crisp new bills.
“Thank you so much!” she says.

“Yes! Thank you!” says Younger. “So much!” It’s as
though theyre giving me credit for how happy they are,
as though just by being there to witness it, I had something
to do with it.



It takes them three trips to carry all their food over to
the table. Normally, I would have offered to help. But I just
stand there watching. Older puts money in the tip jar—two
dollars. No one ever puts in more than one. I can barely
muster a “Thank you.”

Less than a minute later Brad is back, standing next to
me. He watches me watching them, and puts one arm around
my shoulder. “It’s time for you to go,” he says, and hands me
a white paper bag. Inside are a dozen broken cookies iced in
pink and green and white. “We can't sell these,” Brad says. “I
was going to give them to Thomas, but you should probably
take them instead. Just make sure you remember to throw up
after so you don’t destroy your adorable figure!”

I stick my nose in the bag and take a sweet breath of
almondy air. The tightness in my chest starts to loosen. I am,
I decide, very lucky to have Brad in my life who, for all his
ridiculousness, knows exactly when I might need a big bag of
cookie pieces. And also knows exactly when I won’t want to

talk about why.



