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			Café Between Us

			The Cozy Bean Café smelled like possibility wrapped in cinnamon and fresh espresso. Early morning light filtered through the fogged windows, turning the amber glow from the vintage Edison bulbs into something warm and honeyed. Jamie breathed it in while unlocking the front door, that first quiet moment before the rush when the café still belonged to him and Alex alone.

			The espresso machine hissed to life behind the counter, and Jamie moved through the opening routine with practiced ease. Grind the beans. Check the milk. Arrange the ceramic cups just so on their warming tray. Every motion deliberate, calming, a meditation before the chaos.

			“Morning, sunshine.” Alex’s voice came from the pastry case, playful despite the early hour. He’d been here since five thirty, baking fresh pastries before the café opened. His dark hair fell perfectly into place without effort, and his smile carried that easy confidence Jamie both envied and found magnetic.

			“Don’t start.” Jamie didn’t look up from measuring coffee grounds, but he felt the smile tugging at his lips anyway. “It’s too early for your charm.”

			“My charm doesn’t have business hours.” Alex arranged croissants with deliberate precision, making a show of getting each one parallel to its neighbor. “It’s a twenty-four-seven operation.”

			“Tragic for all of us.”

			“You love it.”

			Jamie glanced up then, catching Alex’s eyes across the narrow space behind the counter. He was grinning, that dimple appearing in his left cheek. Jamie’s pulse quickened. Not for the first time, he wondered if Alex knew exactly what that smile did to people. To him, specifically.

			He looked away first. Always did.

			The door chime sang its bright two-note welcome at seven sharp, and Mrs. Lin shuffled in trailing lavender perfume and autumn air. The first customer of the day, punctual as always. She’d been coming here since the café opened three years ago, and her order never changed.

			“Good morning, dear.” She beamed at Jamie, then at Alex. “Both of you looking lovely as always.”

			“Mrs. Lin.” Alex leaned on the counter, dimple flashing. “The usual?”

			“Please. And one of those almond croissants, if they’re fresh.”

			“Baked them fresh this morning.” Alex wasn’t lying. He’d been working in the back kitchen before Jamie arrived, filling the café with the smell of butter and sugar. Jamie had watched him through the kitchen window earlier, sleeves rolled up, flour dusting his forearms. He’d turned away when Alex had caught him staring.

			Jamie pulled the espresso shot with careful attention, watching the dark liquid bloom into Mrs. Lin’s cup. The machine gurgled and steamed, adding its voice to the café’s morning symphony. Behind him, Alex hummed something tuneless while putting the croissant onto a side plate. The space behind the counter forced them into each other’s orbit, shoulders brushing when they passed, fingers grazing when they reached for the same thing.

			“You two make such a sweet pair,” Mrs. Lin said, accepting her order with a knowing smile that made Jamie’s cheeks heat. “Working together so well. It’s lovely to see.”

			“We do our best.” Alex’s voice carried that teasing lilt, and Jamie kept his eyes on the espresso machine.

			Mrs. Lin settled at her usual table by the window, and the door chimed again. Then again. The morning rush built gradually, and soon the café filled with voices and the clatter of cups and the hiss of steaming milk.

			Jamie fell into the rhythm of it. Call out orders. Pull shots. Steam milk until the foam was glossy and perfect. His hands moved automatically, muscle memory taking over. His mind wandered into dangerous territory. Like noticing how Alex’s shirt fit across his shoulders. How he’d rolled the sleeves to his elbows, exposing toned forearms. How his hands moved with surprising gentleness when he arranged pastries or counted change.

			“Two cappuccinos, one latte,” Alex called, scribbling names on cups with a Sharpie. “And can you make that latte extra hot? Customer request.”

			“Got it.”

			They worked in tandem, a choreography they’d perfected over months of shared shifts. Alex took orders and charmed customers while Jamie crafted drinks with quiet precision. When they moved past each other in the tight space, Alex’s hand sometimes pressed briefly to the small of Jamie’s back. Just a courtesy to avoid collision. Jamie told himself that’s all it was.

			“Jamie, you’re a magician,” Mr. Collins announced, accepting his Americano with both hands like it was something precious. The elderly man came in every day at seven thirty, settling at the corner table with his newspaper and staying until nine. “I swear you make the best coffee in the city.”

			“It’s the beans,” Jamie said, deflecting as always. “We source from a small roaster in Portland.”

			“It’s not the beans.” Mr. Collins winked. “It’s the love you put into it.”

			Alex laughed, warm and genuine. “Mr. Collins, you old romantic. Are you flirting with my coworker?”

			“Someone should.” Mr. Collins’s eyes twinkled with mischief. “Before someone else comes along and snatches him up.”

			Jamie busied himself wiping down the espresso machine, grateful for the excuse to turn away. His face felt hot, and he knew Alex was watching him.

			The rush continued, waves of customers overlapping until the café buzzed with comfortable noise. A couple argued playfully over the last blueberry muffin. Two college students claimed the communal table, spreading textbooks and laptops across every available surface. A woman in business attire took a phone call in the corner, her voice low and urgent about something happening in her world outside the café.

			The café held them all. They came to work, to study, to meet, to steal a moment of peace before facing the world. Jamie had always loved that about this place, how it became whatever people needed it to be. An office. A refuge. A meeting place. A quiet pause.

			“You’re doing that thing again,” Alex said quietly, close enough that Jamie felt his breath against his ear.

			He startled, nearly dropping the milk pitcher. “What thing?”

			“That distant look. Philosopher barista mode.” Alex grabbed a clean rag and started wiping down the counter, but his eyes stayed on Jamie.

			“I was just thinking.”

			“About?”

			About whether you know what you’re doing when you look at me. About how I’ve spent six months pretending I don’t notice you noticing me. About the way your voice sounds when you’re this close.

			“About coffee,” Jamie said instead. “And how lucky we are to work here.”

			Alex’s smile softened into something more genuine, less performative. “Yes. We really are.”

			Their eyes held for a moment too long. Jamie looked away first, as always, and focused on the next order. Alex stayed close, his warmth constant and impossible to ignore.

			“This place has the best vibe in the neighborhood,” a customer announced to her friend, both of them clutching lattes in oversized mugs. “I love how it feels like someone’s living room.”

			“Right? And the staff are so friendly.”

			Jamie caught Alex’s eye, and he grinned, that dimple flashing again. Jamie felt his lips curve in response, helpless against it. Against him.

			The morning rush would continue for another hour, relentless and demanding. They’d pull shots until their wrists ached. They’d smile at strangers and remember orders and move in their careful dance around each other, pretending proximity was just practicality. Pretending every brush of hands was accidental. Pretending they didn’t track each other’s movements across the narrow space.

			But for just this moment, catching Alex’s smile across the counter while steam rose around them and customers laughed and the café filled with the sound of connection and caffeine, Jamie let himself feel it. The pull. The want. The possibility that maybe, just maybe, he wasn’t imagining the way Alex looked at him.

			The espresso machine hissed. The door chimed. Another customer stepped up to the counter.

			Jamie took their order with a smile, tucked the feeling away, and kept working.
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			The morning rush broke around nine thirty, leaving behind a scatter of abandoned napkins and the smell of spilled milk souring on the counter. Jamie wiped down surfaces with mechanical precision while Alex restocked cups, and the easy rhythm from earlier shifted into something tight and careful. Too careful.

			“We’re low on oat milk,” Alex said, not quite looking at Jamie. “Did you check the inventory yesterday?”

			“I thought you were doing inventory.” Jamie kept wiping, working his way along the counter in methodical strokes. “You said you’d handle it Monday.”

			“That was last week.”

			“No, it was Monday. Yesterday.”

			Alex set down the stack of cups harder than necessary. “Jamie, yesterday was Sunday. We were closed.”

			Heat crept up Jamie’s neck. Right. Sunday. He’d lost track of the days, which happened sometimes when every shift blended into the next. “I’ll grab some from the back.”

			“We don’t have any in the back. That’s why I’m asking.”

			“Then I’ll add it to the order list.”

			“The delivery already came this morning.”

			Jamie stopped wiping and looked up. Alex’s jaw was tight, that easy smile nowhere in evidence. His shoulders carried tension that hadn’t been there an hour ago, and something about his posture suggested this wasn’t really about oat milk at all.

			“I’m sorry,” Jamie said. “I should have checked.”

			“It’s fine.” Alex turned back to the cups, arranging them with unnecessary focus. “We’ll make it work.”

			But his voice said it wasn’t fine. It said Jamie had dropped the ball, again, and they both knew it.

			A customer approached the counter, saving them from whatever else might have been said. Jamie took the order, a simple latte, and moved to the espresso machine with practiced efficiency. Muscle memory. He could make this drink in his sleep.

			Except he grabbed the wrong portafilter. The one Alex had just used and hadn’t dumped yet.

			“Jamie, that’s still got grounds in it.”

			“I know, I’m dumping it.”

			“You need to rinse it first.”

			“I know how to make coffee, Alex.” The words came out sharper than intended, defensive and edged.

			Alex raised his hands, stepping back. “Okay. Sorry.”

			Jamie dumped the grounds, rinsed the portafilter, and started again. His hands moved automatically but his mind spun with irritation. At himself for forgetting inventory. At Alex for pointing it out. At the way they seemed to keep tripping over each other this morning when usually they moved in perfect sync.

			He tamped the espresso too hard. Knew it the moment he did it. The extraction would be slow, bitter, over-extracted. He watched the coffee drip into the cup like dark honey, too thick, too slow, and considered starting over.

			But the customer was waiting. Alex was watching. Jamie poured the shot into milk and handed it over with a smile that felt like a lie.

			“Here you go. Enjoy.”

			The customer left, none the wiser, and Jamie turned back to find Alex studying him with an expression he couldn’t read. Concerned, maybe. Or disappointed. Both, possibly.

			“You okay?” Alex asked, his voice softer now.

			“Fine.”

			“You seem distracted.”

			“I’m fine, Alex. Just tired.”

			That much was true. Jamie had barely slept last night, kept awake by thoughts that circled back to the man currently standing three feet away looking at him like he could see through all the careful walls Jamie maintained. Thoughts about what it might mean that Alex’s hand kept finding the small of his back during busy shifts. Whether those smiles meant anything beyond friendliness. If six months of carefully managed attraction was about to crack wide open and ruin everything.

			“Maybe you should take a break,” Alex suggested. “I can handle things for a bit.”

			“I don’t need a break.”

			“Jamie...”

			“I said I’m fine.”

			The words landed harder than Jamie intended, and Alex’s expression shuttered closed. He nodded once and moved away to wipe down tables, putting physical distance between them that felt bigger than the few feet of café floor.

			Jamie immediately regretted it. Wanted to call him back, to apologize, to explain that he wasn’t angry at Alex but at himself. At the situation. At how complicated everything felt lately when it used to be so simple.

			But Sam pushed through the back door just then, bringing cold air and the smell of cigarette smoke with her. She worked the afternoon shift usually, but sometimes stopped by early for coffee and a gossip. Her bright purple hair was tied back in a messy bun, and her nose ring caught the light as she grinned at them both.

			“Morning, boys. You two look thrilled to be alive.”

			“Long morning,” Alex said, not looking at Jamie.

			“I can tell. The tension in here is thick enough to cut.” Sam leaned against the counter, her sharp eyes moving between them with obvious interest. “What happened? Finally have that argument about who makes better latte art?”

			“Nothing happened,” Jamie said quickly. Too quickly.

			Sam’s grin widened. “Sure. And I’m the Queen of England.” She pulled out her wallet. “Can I get my usual? I need the caffeine.”

			“Coming up,” Jamie said, grateful for something to do with his hands. Sam watched him work with the kind of attention that made him self-conscious, like she was cataloging every movement for later analysis.

			“So,” she said casually, “Maya mentioned you two are closing together all week.”

			“Yes.” Alex’s voice was carefully neutral. “The schedule got shuffled.”

			“Cozy.”

			“It’s just work, Sam.”

			“If you say so.” She accepted the coffee Jamie handed her with a knowing look that made him want to disappear. “You know what they say about forced proximity.”

			“What do they say?” Jamie asked, immediately regretting it.

			“That it either brings people together or tears them apart.” Sam took a sip, her eyes dancing with mischief. “No middle ground.”

			Alex was very deliberately not looking at anyone. Jamie busied himself with wiping down a counter that was already clean, aware of how obvious they both were being and powerless to stop it.

			“Anyway,” Sam continued, “Maya also mentioned she’s thinking of promoting someone to assistant manager. Might be good timing for one of you.”

			That got Alex’s attention. “She said that?”

			“Might have come up. You know Maya. Always planning three moves ahead.” Sam took another sip, settling against the counter like she had time to spare. “Just thought you should know. Put in a good word for yourselves.”

			“Thanks for the tip,” Alex said.

			Sam’s eyes moved between them again, reading something in the careful way they weren’t looking at each other. “You know, you two have been working together what, six months now?”

			“About that,” Jamie confirmed, focused on wiping an already clean espresso wand.

			“And you still do that thing where you pretend you’re not constantly aware of where the other person is.” She grinned. “It’s adorable. Also completely obvious.”

			“Sam,” Alex said, a warning in his voice.

			“What? I’m just saying. Everyone who works here has noticed.”

			Jamie’s face heated. “Noticed what?”

			“Oh, honey.” Sam’s expression softened into something almost sympathetic. “Nothing bad. Just that you two have a thing. Chemistry. Whatever you want to call it.” She drained the last of her coffee and set the cup down. “Anyway. My break’s over. I should get to my actual job.”

			She headed for the door, then paused and looked back. “For what it’s worth? Life’s too short to waste time pretending you don’t want things you want.”

			She left with a wave, and the café felt suddenly very quiet. Jamie and Alex stood on opposite sides of the counter, neither quite willing to look at the other.

			“Assistant manager,” Alex said finally. “That would be...”

			“Good. That would be good.” Jamie meant it, but the thought unsettled him. More responsibility meant more distance. Different schedules. Fewer shifts together.

			He pushed the thought away. This was good for Alex. Good for the café. Personal feelings didn’t factor into professional opportunities.

			“You should talk to Maya,” Jamie said. “You’d be great at it.”

			“So would you.”

			“I don’t want it.”

			“You don’t know that.”

			“Yes, I do.” Jamie’s voice came out more certain than he felt. “I like things how they are.”

			Alex looked at him then, really looked, and something passed across his face that Jamie couldn’t name. Frustration, maybe. Or understanding. Or something else entirely that made Jamie’s pulse quicken despite everything.

			“Do you?” Alex asked quietly. “Like how things are?”

			The question felt loaded with meaning Jamie wasn’t sure he could decode. His mouth went dry. The café around them hummed with the sounds of the espresso machine cooling down and the refrigerator compressor kicking on and someone’s phone buzzing on a forgotten table.

			“I...”

			But Alex shook his head, cutting him off. “Never mind. Forget I asked.” He grabbed his jacket from the back hook. “I’m taking five. Need some air.”

			He was gone before Jamie could respond, the back door swinging shut behind him with a soft click that felt louder than it should.

			Jamie stood alone behind the counter, surrounded by clean surfaces and organized supplies and the aftermath of a conversation that had gone somewhere he hadn’t expected. His chest felt tight. His hands felt empty.

			He’d wanted to answer. Wanted to say that no, he didn’t like how things were, because how things were meant wanting something he couldn’t have and pretending he didn’t notice the way Alex looked at him sometimes. Meant six months of careful distance and measured words and lying to himself about what all those small touches meant.

			But Alex hadn’t waited for an answer. Had shut down and walked away, and Jamie couldn’t tell if that was because he’d guessed what Jamie might say or because he was afraid of what he might say himself.

			The door chimed. A new customer walked in, and Jamie plastered on his professional smile.

			“Welcome to Cozy Bean. What can I get for you?”

			Outside, through the window, he could see Alex standing in the alley. Just standing there, hands in his pockets, face tilted toward the gray sky like he was looking for something he couldn’t find.

			Jamie took the customer’s order and tried not to watch. Tried not to wonder what Alex had been about to say before he’d stopped himself. Tried not to think about how every conversation between them lately felt like dancing around something too big to name.

			He made the coffee. He smiled. He pretended his hands weren’t shaking.

			And when Alex finally came back inside, bringing cold air and the smell of autumn with him, they moved around each other with exaggerated care. Not touching. Not talking about anything that mattered.

			Just like always.
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			The late morning light shifted from pale to golden, painting the café in warmer tones. Jamie and Alex had been moving around each other in careful silence for the past hour, their earlier conversation still unresolved. Not quite comfortable. Not quite past it.

			Then Mr. Collins cleared his throat from his corner table, loud and deliberate.

			“I’ve been watching you two,” he announced, loud enough that the handful of other customers looked up from their laptops and conversations. “And I have a proposition.”

			Alex glanced at Jamie, eyebrows raised. Jamie shrugged, equally confused.

			“What kind of proposition?” Alex asked.

			Mr. Collins stood, moving to the counter with the careful deliberation of someone who’d practiced this moment. He set down his empty cup with a soft clink. “A competition. You two, making my signature drink. Best one wins my eternal gratitude and free bragging rights.”

			“Your signature drink,” Jamie repeated, fighting a smile. “Which is?”

			“An Americano. Simple. Classic. Impossible to hide behind fancy techniques.” Mr. Collins’s eyes twinkled. “Any barista worth their salt can make a good espresso, but a great Americano requires artistry. Balance. Soul.”

			“Soul,” Alex echoed, his lips twitching. “In an Americano.”

			“Mock me if you must, but I stand by it.” Mr. Collins pulled out his wallet and laid a ten dollar bill on the counter. “One drink from each of you. I’ll taste them blind and declare a winner. The prize is my continued patronage and the knowledge that you’ve bested your colleague.”

			Jamie looked at Alex, finding him already looking back. This was exactly the kind of ridiculous thing they both needed right now.

			“You’re on,” they said in unison, then immediately looked away, both trying not to smile.

			“Excellent!” Mr. Collins settled onto a stool, clearly delighted. “Begin whenever you’re ready. I’ll close my eyes for the blind tasting.”

			Jamie moved to the espresso machine first, hyperaware of Alex standing close beside him, waiting his turn. The familiar routine of grinding beans and tamping grounds felt different with an audience, with stakes, with Alex’s attention focused entirely on his movements.

			He pulled the shot carefully, watching the espresso bloom into the cup with that perfect crema. Added the hot water in a slow, steady pour. The ratio had to be exact. Too much water and it would taste thin. Too little and it would be too strong, bitter.

			Alex waited until Jamie stepped aside, then took his place at the machine. Jamie watched him work, noting the confident way he handled the portafilter, the slight adjustment he made to the grind. They’d worked together long enough that Jamie could read these tiny variations, could tell that Alex was going for a slightly shorter extraction time, betting on a brighter, more acidic note.

			Two cups sat on the counter. Mr. Collins closed his eyes dramatically.

			“Present them,” he intoned.

			Jamie slid his cup forward. Alex did the same. Mr. Collins took a sip from the first, letting it sit on his tongue before swallowing. Then the second. A longer pause. Another sip from each.

			The café had gone quiet. Even the college students had paused their typing to watch.

			“Well?” Alex prompted.

			Mr. Collins opened his eyes, his expression grave. “This is the most difficult decision I’ve ever had to make, and I once had to choose between my cat and my mother-in-law during a house fire.”

			“You didn’t,” said the woman at the next table, clearly invested now.

			“I did. The cat won, though in my defense, my mother-in-law was already outside.” He took another sip from each cup. “Jamie’s has perfect balance. Classic. Smooth. Everything an Americano should be.” He paused. “But Alex’s has something extra. A brightness. A complexity. It surprises the palate.”

			“So Alex wins?” someone called out.

			“I didn’t say that.” Mr. Collins frowned at both cups like they’d personally offended him. “Jamie’s is technically perfect. Alex’s is more interesting. How does one choose between perfection and intrigue?”

			“You’re overthinking this,” Alex said, grinning now.

			“Coffee is serious business, young man.” But Mr. Collins was smiling too. “Fine. If I must choose, I choose...” He paused for dramatic effect. “A tie. You’re both winners. Or both losers. Same difference.”

			The café erupted in groans and laughter. Jamie caught Alex’s eye and found him already laughing, his whole face transformed by it. That dimple appeared, and the tension Jamie had been carrying since their awkward exchange earlier finally broke.

			“A tie,” Alex said, shaking his head. “After all that.”

			“I’ll take it,” Jamie said, surprised to find he meant it.

			Mr. Collins paid for both drinks, leaving a generous tip. “Best entertainment I’ve had all week. Same time tomorrow?”

			“Absolutely not,” they said together, and the synchronization made them both laugh again.

			The door chimed as Maya walked in, bringing a blast of cold air and her usual aura of competent authority. She was early for her shift, still in her jacket, her dark hair pulled back in a neat ponytail. She surveyed the café with the practiced eye of someone who could spot a problem from twenty feet away.

			“What’s going on?” she asked, noting the crowd of customers all watching the counter.

			“Coffee competition,” the business woman supplied helpfully. “It ended in a controversial tie.”

			Maya’s lips twitched. “Of course it did.” She moved behind the counter, shedding her jacket and immediately transitioning into work mode. “Jamie, Alex, can I see you both in the back? We need to discuss next week’s schedule.”

			The lightness from moments before evaporated. Jamie caught the slight tightening around Alex’s eyes, the way his smile went from genuine to professional in half a heartbeat.

			They followed Maya to the small office behind the kitchen, barely big enough for three people. She pulled up the schedule on her laptop, turning it so they could both see.

			“We’re short-staffed next week. Sam’s taking vacation days, and our new hire isn’t starting until the following Monday.” Maya’s finger traced the empty slots on the screen. “I need both of you to
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