Columnist finds comfort in friend's wisdom, memories of Starbucks
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I never really understood the appeal of Starbucks.

I don't drink coffee or tea, and the chain doesn't sell my drink of choice, Coca-Cola. Other than occasional hot chocolate, I never found anything on their drink list that appealed to me.

I thought their decision to call their drink sizes tall, venti and grande was pretentious. Moreover, I just didn't get why all of these people were flocking there, delighted to pay ridiculous prices for drinks. And what were all these people writing in their laptops and journals?

Surely if it was anything important, they would have done it at home or the office, where there were fewer distractions. (It was later explained to me that some find far fewer distractions at Starbucks than their homes or offices.)

But then my dear friend, TV producer Jeff Tarkington, got sick. I mean, really sick — the kind of sick that just doesn't happen to people our age. The kind of sick that is so bad that is doesn't seem real. The kind of sick that your foolish hope lets you deny until the brutally quick end, when it hits you in the gut so hard that you can't breathe.

My vivacious Jeff loved Starbucks so much that it was almost a part of his personality. As his cancer stripped him of the ability to work and have a normal social life, there was still Starbucks. It became a barometer of his day: If it was a good day, we would go to a Starbucks and gossip about celebrities; on a bad day, I would pick up the drinks and bring them to his house, where we would mindlessly watch the Food Network. I even got him Starbucks gift certificates, in case he was having a good day without me.

Jeff's drink of choice was the caramel apple cider with extra caramel. He convinced me to try it, and before I knew it, I was hooked. It got so bad that once when one Starbucks was out of apple cider, I immediately drove to a sister store 10 minutes away. (Of course, there's always another one just 10 minutes away.)

Starbucks even became part of his cancer treatment— albeit unofficially. Radiation left him, how should we say, a little backed up. A shot of Starbucks' espresso was the solution. We laughed at his discovery that he dare not down the potent drink until we were about to return to his house. Drinking it any earlier could result in a potentially uncomfortable situation.

Despite my firm belief that he would kick this nasty blood cancer, he continued to worsen. Unfortunately, this came during the Christmas holidays, so my preternatural optimist couldn't help but feel down. I couldn't cure his cancer, or fix anything else for that matter, but I could bring him a hot apple cider with extra caramel. It was the only thing I could do.

At this stage, his needs were basic, so my Christmas gifts consisted of large T-shirts and sweats that would be comfortable with his growing tumor. But I knew just the thing to lift his spirits: a Starbucks gift certificate.

After Jeff died a year ago this week, I wrote about him and spoke at his funeral. His partner, Todd, gave me an envelope that contained a moving letter — and a few Starbucks gift cards. It seems I wasn't his only friend who knew about Jeff's love, or wanted to make him happy.

I've had a far more difficult time coping with his death than I imagined. I miss him when I pass our old haunts or when a celebrity does something stupid, which is virtually every day. I ached that he wasn't able to attend my wedding, and I've felt guilty that I've been able to have this exciting career while his life ended at 36.

But one place I'm never sad is at Starbucks, where I am reminded only of the good times. Now I see Starbucks for what is: this century's community gathering place that fills the same role as our old drugstores or corner markets. Starbucks is about so much more than the coffee.

While I still refuse to order my caramel apple cider by its ridiculous size name, I know that Starbucks brings pleasure to many people, perhaps in ways that the baristas will never realize. And that's a pretty grande thing.
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