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Coffee Grande

By Jeremy Bursey

Silence lingered for many hours; then the infernal alarm clock interrupted his dream.  Owen had spent several R.E.M. minutes waiting to find out what happened to his upside-down horses.  Now the dream was gone.  He hated his alarm clock.


At 5 a.m., the hour in which all things seemed hazy, the clock flashed with digital audacity.  Three hours was the most sleep he got from the night.  Late night packing, last minute checking, and he still failed to brush his teeth before bed.  With the morning harassing his awakening, he knew now was the time to finish what he started.  He had to brush his teeth.


Owen lived in the Kissimmee region of Central Florida—a town that bordered civilization and the boondocks.  Today he planned to escape to Virginia into a place of which he forgot the name.  He figured sometime during the course of the drive he’d remember.


The plan was to visit a friend for the week and look for a new job.  Life in Central Florida had gotten stale—cheap, but markedly unexciting.  At twenty-three years old, he figured it was time to see another part of the country, so this was his moment to scout.


By 6 a.m., he had taken his shower and gotten his bags into the car.  By 6:15, he turned off the kitchen light and prepared to leave the house, remembering he still needed to brush his teeth.  By 6:18, he got into the driver’s seat—refreshed and free of plaque—but exhausted from his reduced night of sleep.


At approximately twenty minutes to seven, Owen reached the entrance to I-4, an Interstate highway stretching from Tampa to Daytona, pocked with road construction, slow drivers and the occasional downtown-theme park congestion.  When he reached the edge of Orlando, he pulled off in search of a wake-me-up.  The only thing open was a Dunkin’ Donuts.


After ordering a small coffee, he returned to his car, taking a sip as he opened the door.  The first taste reminded him—immediately—how scorching the donut-dunked coffee was, forcing his hand to release the cup.  With only one shot of caffeine in his system, he left the container on the pavement and tried his luck driving without it.


Two hours later, he pulled off the highway again.


Now he was near Flagler Beach, a town off I-95 (to which he transferred from I-4), about twenty miles north of Daytona.  This time his coffee options were broader, with Starbucks leading the way.


After taking two power naps in the parking lot, Owen stepped out of his car—one of those old Buicks—and entered the coffee shop.  The scent of ground-up coffee beans hit him with a brief jolt of alertness.  With three more steps, he registered the soothing ambient music that served as his theme song.  It was a mild techno score mixed with a hint of jazz.  It gave him an additional shot of energy.


With such a long drive still ahead, to a destination he hoped to reach by dinnertime, he decided he needed the extra help.  He convinced himself to order two drinks.  But he wasn’t sure what would keep him alert the best.


He concluded the decision had to base on more than caffeine quantity; taste had to play a factor, too.  Regular coffee would’ve done the trick; there was no question about that.  But the taste—it was too bland for his needs.  Whenever he’d shop for coffee, he had to consider the powerful effects of flavor.

Flavor was necessary to wake up his taste buds—a factor necessary to wake the rest of him.  It was the same principle behind eating lunch.  Coffee without flavor, even under the shroud of cream and sugar, was a beverage unfit for his tired body.  He resolved, therefore, to order something with kick.


After carefully perusing the wall menu behind the counter, he decided on the Caramel Macchiato and Java Chip Frappuccino with espresso shot.  He figured the combo attack of hot and cold, of steam and ice, would incur a storm of alertness in his belly.  And though it would mean three straight hours of hardcore belching, he figured anything getting him into the Carolinas with open eyes was better than nothing.


His next decision involved size.  He felt incredibly tired, so volume was critical.  Two “tall” coffees, which were actually small, might have been enough to get him out of Florida, but not enough to get him through the unoccupied stretch of Georgia, so those were out of the question.  The “venti” sizes, considered the largest, would’ve been ideal to get him through most of the journey, but not without that wired feeling—which he hated—so those were out, too.  That left him with two “grandes,” a size meaning large, but served as medium.  Two of those would’ve supplied the proper run of fuel he needed.


When he completed the cycle of ordering them, picking them up and dressing them with spices, he sat down for a couple minutes to get his bearings.  The sofa in the corner of the room looked the most comfortable.

When he woke up a moment later with a startled jolt, he checked his watch to realize he had lost ten minutes.  With his Macchiato still moderately warm and his Frappuccino still moderately cold, he returned to the parking lot to continue his journey.  Only, when he got within eyeshot of his vehicle, he nearly dropped his coffees again.


His license plate was missing.


There was no thief in sight.  There were no witnesses in sight.  All he had was a half-empty parking lot and a few chirping birds snapping at his ears.  He didn’t know what to do.


He returned to the coffee shop to inform the barista of what happened.  The woman in her forties didn’t seem to care.  The manager was a bit more helpful by providing the number to the local police station, but he insisted that he call from his own cellphone.


When the police finally answered, the main desk transferred him to the theft department.  It took a few bars of “Some Like it Hot” by the Power Station to get a response.


When the investigating officer picked up, she asked a series of personal information, followed by the important questions.


“When did you last see the license plate?” she asked.


“About twenty minutes ago.”


“Where did you last see it?”


“At Starbucks.”


“Okay, I’ll forward your report to your local tag office.  For now, I would suggest grabbing a couple napkins and taping them to your rear window with your license plate number written across the face.  Make sure to mention it was stolen.  Then, go to your area tag office to pick up a new plate.  Mention the case number.”


“Well, I’m on a trip right now.  Can I pick one up around here?”


“We don’t supply Osceola County plates in this town, hon.  I’d suggest heading home and taking care of this.  Napkins don’t stay legal for very long.”


Owen, dismayed by the news, understood the urgency.  He grabbed the napkins, as the officer suggested, jotted down his plate information and taped them to the window.  Then, with a pressing gulp from his Caramel Macchiato, he stepped into his car, revved up the engine and headed back for Kissimmee.


At noon, he found himself standing in line at the Osceola County Tax Collector’s office, waiting to claim his new tag.  Though he felt the surge of energy from both coffees coursing through his system, he knew the effects would wear off soon.  Tiny weights slowly piled onto his eyelids as he approached the cashier’s window.  It was only a matter of time before he demanded more caffeine.


By 12:15, he was back on the road again, back on I-4, back where he started.  Now he was looking to pull into his destination around 2 a.m., giving him another three-hour night, and not much reason to enjoy his day tomorrow.  By 12:45, passing through the congested downtown area of Orlando, his body craved another visit to Starbucks.  Frankly, he didn’t know how he was going to make it.

