Red Letter Day

Called in on yet another day off, Keiron shivered in the cold winds as he made his way to his car.  He would be called in on yet another day off.  The week the owners were out of town, everything was to be simple and carefree, Matthew, of course, called.  They were out of a few coffees, which was not totally unexpected.  Keiron slowly turned the engine over with angst as he thought of all the things he wouldn’t get to do on his day off.  Little to the knowledge of our hero, there was going to be a very special visit from a very special customer.


Keiron, you can call him Kei if you like (as I might just do so myself), hadn’t bothered to change when Matthew called.  He saw little reason to conform to the dress code, with no management around.  He was wearing his favorite shirt, that’s stated that “math is delicious”.  It was a fun little picture designed in mock of a box of Life cereal.  Little can be said about his hair other than that it is a right mess.  Its not long enough for him to be in a metal band, not short enough that you can look at him from the back and know what gender your staring at(its really not polite to stare anyway).  So, off our hero goes, into work like a good little boy.


He arrived to work to what could have been a long abandoned cafe.  Who had bought the coffee?  Surely whoever had bought it had left a long time ago, because the place was barren.  Matthew sat in the corner reading the latest coffee magazine and took little notice of the new arrival.  Kei went straight over to his little kingdom in the corner with the massive roaster.  It must feel nice to be a king, if only of a corner often filled with the smoke of roasting coffee.  He started up the spinning drum and fired up the burners.  With batches lasting about fifteen minutes each, it didn’t take him long to fill his empty bins with freshly roasted coffee. 
The venting was very well placed by the owners to make sure that the smoke would travel down the road, enticing customers right off the highway like flies to honey (or fruit flies to balsamic vinegar; I swear this works).  It wasn’t long before Matthew got overwhelmed by a handful of large espresso drinks.  The espresso drinks take a few minutes each to make, not to mention time to clean your milk pitchers and grinding espresso.  As the line started to grow, Kei needed to help Matthew get things back in control.  He starts to make a list in his head about what else needs to be done before he leaves.  He stopped himself short as a new group of customers walked in.  A young girl among them, was about to take his priority.

Now, it wasn’t unusual for Kei to take notice of everyone who comes in.  About 95% of the shops business was people who were in every day.  Keiron works a lot, as in, enough to have nightmares about it.  Luckily, he’s started to get a couple weekends off, for health.  This, however, was a girl Kei hadn’t seen before.  She was probably around his age (I shouldn’t really say, I’m horrible at the age guessing game).  Not a lot of people would stop on the highway for coffee, not when they can get it at the mall or in a drive-through.  So, here we have this late teenage Chinese girl, going to the back of the line.  Keiron quickly caught himself staring at her hair (nothing special, just shoulder length and dark, but in his head, it was apparently something else entirely).  She was exceptionally cute, especially to Kei.  This is the time to point out that Keiron has been feeling pretty lonely for the past few years (cough cough quite a LONG time).  He also happens to have a thing for Asians, like most kids his age.  What sets Kei apart is that he really is most attracted to Chinese girls, and not Japanese like all the other kids.  I don’t know what it is, but to each their own, I suppose.  


So, there she is in all her beauty, standing in line.  There were two older women getting large espresso drinks in front of her.  Poor Matthew had to put up with their chatter.  Now, normally I’ll talk it up with my barista at the local coffee shop too, but I know that if there is a line stalking up behind me, I need to let the barista to their job.  If there is a single word to describe Matthew, assertive isn’t it.  He couldn’t really help but just stand there uncomfortably and listen to them.  Next in line was the Chinese girl.  Keiron was dead bent on dropping his current batch of beans to get her whatever she needed.  

The older woman had put her hand on her purse.  

This was go time.  

The oils of the coffee began to snap fervently, telling Keiron that his batch was almost done.  It just had to caramelize a little more before he could drop it.  Another fifteen seconds and he lifted the leaver that would send the coffee out of the roasting drum into the cooling bin.  He turned off the gas just as soon as he had a chance and sharply darted out to the counter.  Right as he got behind the corner, the older women were leaving with drinks and smiles.  Just in time to take her order.

“Hey, what can I get for you?” Kei asked.


“Can I get a regular cappuccino please?” she replied, seemingly trying to not make eye contact with him though her thick rimmed, black glasses.

She had a distinct mandarin accent that Kei thought was really pretty.  Not too shabby on the capp, either. Most of the time, people were just looking for milk and sugar, like a dark chocolate or almond turtle latte.  We all know capps are for those who really enjoy the actual espresso.  As he dosed the grounds into the bottomless portafilter and grabbed the tamp he realized he forgotten to ask what kind of milk she wanted.  He gave the grounds a good, solid tamp before turning to the girl. 

“What kind of milk for the capp?  Whole, one percent, or soy?”


“Oh…”  she said, seeming a little surprised by the question.  Surely she normally got the option at her coffee shop of choice, didn’t she?  Maybe the café she frequents defaults on one percent like so many others, unless one requested something else.  

She decided on soy, which was no surprise to Keiron.  Most of his Chinese friends hated dairy, including his adopted cousin.


Kei rang her order up on the register as he handed her the beautiful capp (it really was exceptional… not that I got to try it).  She handed him three dollars and kept her three cents change.  Yes, a small cappuccino is really $2.97, so I really don’t blame her for not tipping (charming as Keiron is).  She set her drink on the counter with the milk and sugar, and turned back to Kei.



“So can I sit upstairs and have my coffee there?” she asked.  

Signs all around the room pointed to the stairway, saying “guest waiting area and seating.”  Sure, one might think that the sign is straightforward enough, but she wanted to ask.  At any rate, Kei affirmed that she was more than welcome to do so.  She then went out the front door, to the newspaper box.  She picked up a copy of the free local paper, the Avacado, and came back into the café, remembering her drink as she made her way up the stairs.


Keiron had to stop dead in his tracks as she went up in the stairs.  So many thoughts were racing though his mind.  He snapped back into reality as the girls footsteps on the staircase ceased.  The busy café now empty, and Matthew, once bored, now was fervently cleaning up the spilt grounds and wiping steam wands.  

Kei looked over to Matthew dreamily.  Matthew looked back with a rather undiscerning look.



“Nice little rush, eh?”  

“I think I really want to introduce myself to her” Kei said, ignoring Matthew’s previous statement.  Matthew laughed a little bit.  

Keiron knew why he wasn’t what one might call a playa.  Kei was more of the…. Well, the kind of person who doesn’t even know how to introduce himself.  Anti-social was little too strong a word, but he was, at the very least, rather shy (it’s sad enough that I don’t have any witty comments to make on it).  He talked to Matthew a little about his thoughts on the girl.  He seemed to have a lot for not ever having seen her before.  Seriously though, a girl his age going in and getting coffee was strange enough, let alone one that he thought was attractive.  He really had to do something.


He thought over in his mind about what he could say, and how he could say it.  Over and over in his head, he went over scenarios.  How would he say it?  Hell, what was he going to say?  Matthew thought the situation rather funny.  Honestly, so did I.  Here we have this shy kid, thinking about all these situations that are never going to happen.  Matthew, not being any help, decided to let Kei start talking to himself, because he was just getting ridiculous, thinking about what could happen.  About five or ten minutes of silence passed until Matthew came back up to Keiron.


“What is the worst that could happen, honestly?”


“Well, she could turn around and run…  She could tell me I’m a jerk.  She could do plenty of horrible things.  What if she has a boyfriend and thinks I’m creepy?  Hell, what if she thinks I’m creepy period?!  Matthew, am I creepy?” Keiron said in a single breath.


“Do you honestly think any of that could happen?” Matthew asked, trying to get Kei’s head on straight.


“Also, she might have a bomb strapped to her chest.  Maybe me trying to talk to her will spark her desire to bomb a coffee shop!  Maybe she can hear us….  Maybe she’s going to come down, right now, a bomb strapped to her chest, and say ‘Well, I heard you.  I think you’re a total ass.  I’m taking your tips, I’m blowing the coffee shop up, and I’m giving you a bad review when we all get to hell.  Oh, also, your puppy is in the building, and he is going to get blown up with us.”

“Keiron… you have some serious issues with your head” Matthew said, though laughs.  Well, if she heard them, she wasn’t coming down to blow them up.  Almost half an hour had passed since she had gotten her drink.  Keiron was starting to worry about the girl he was now referring to as the ‘Chinese Unabomber chick’.  

Matthew laughed it off, and said “Just go up there.  Offer her a fresh capp or whatever.  Just introduce yourself or something”.


“I’ve got it!” Keiron said.  “I’ll go pretend to be cleaning some tables up there, just to make sure she’s still breathing.


Keiron gathered some paper towels and made it up the stairs.  Carefully, He peered around the corne.  He could see her legs hanging off the love seat in the room on the left.  He took a deep breath, braced himself, and took the plunge.  He walked in.  She was sitting there, reading her paper.  There was something else though, but what was it?  Her eyes never came up from the paper, he was a ghost.  He moved to try and get a better look.  He saw that she had a pen in one hand, and a notebook on her lap.  He could see some writing, but couldn’t make any words out.  

Maybe they were her secret plans?  Maybe she really was a Unabomber?  The thoughts went through Keiron’s mind as if they could have some truth to them.  He shuffled around a little more.  She was determined not to look up from her paper.  The hippo couldn’t keep anyone entertained for half an hour.  A song came into his mind.  His leg started to tap to the beat.  He started to sing Paralyzed by finger 11.  


“Well I’m not paralyzed by I seem to be struck by you.  I wanna make you move, because you’re standing still.  If your body matches what your eyes can do, you’ll probably move right though… me on my way to you.”  He sung, as if he could actually sing.  He gave a little bow and walked away, her eyes never coming over the paper as he sang for her.  He snapped into reality, and realized that he had been cleaning the same table for almost 3 minutes now.  In retrospect, it was probably for the better that he hadn’t tried to sing for her (he can’t sing, I promise).  Disappointed, he decided to make his way back down the stairs.

“Well?  Is she alive?”  Matthew asked.


“She’s fine,” Kei replied in a sad tone.  “She’s drawing up her plans.  Looks like she’s probably going to hit a city building, so we’re probably fine.”

“So she’s just reading the paper?”


“Well, she has a notebook, but I didn’t see what was on it.  I’m still pretty sure it was Unabomber-ish plans.  I shouldn’t piss her off like that again.”


Keiron sat in disappointment for another few minutes before having a snack.  So really, what was she doing with a notebook, reading the paper?  He had never seen her before…  Was she new to the area?  He was really beginning to wonder what she was writing.  Maybe she was making a list of names.  Maybe she was actually some sort of spy, collecting information.  Maybe she was burning time while an operation took place.  Maybe she was a cryptologist, working on a cipher.  He would never know if he didn’t ask.  As he got up, he heard moving.  She started down the stairs.  He thought to say something, but he knew that all hope was lost.  He wouldn’t stand a chance to ever get to know this girl.  There was a slight pain in the pit of his stomach… the pain of failure.  He could see he start to emerge from the hallway, carrying the paper back with her.  She threw out her cup as she walked by, but it wasn’t alone.  There was a little crumpled up piece of paper with it.  Kei’s heart started to race.  He was finally going to discover what she was doing reading the paper for 45 minutes.  She turned only to say goodbye, in a sad, daunting tone.  As she left, something seemed oddly familiar about her.  He walked up to the trash can to see what she had dropped.

A letter.  On the letter there were little drawings in the corners.  They ranged from flowers to Chinese pinyin to little trees.  Little crossed out lines hardly visible in some places, there was not much to see.  A corner was torn off.  The most prominent thing on the paper were three lines, sitting in the middle of the paper.

They cam not see me
I only wish I could speak
My words are so lost
Keiron the turned over the crumpled up piece of paper to see something he would have never expected.

Lin Mei Shih

Under her name, there was a local cell number.  Keiron promptly gathered his things and got into his car.  It was perhaps time for Keiron to start noticing the stars in the sky, and to start seeing beyond the facade that so many of us show.

