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Cynthia


The rain had been falling for three days straight, and Alex could feel it in his bones, that damp chill that seeped through the windows and settled into the corners of the coffee shop like something that had taken up residence and wasn't planning to leave. He sat in the chair near the window, the one with the beautiful wooden frame that felt like it had been designed by someone who hated the human body, the edge of the seat biting into the backs of his thighs through the thin fabric of his trousers, the wood worn smooth by decades of use but still stubbornly unforgiving. His coffee had gone cold half an hour ago, the ceramic cup slick with condensation against his palms, the liquid inside dark and bitter and thick, and he'd been nursing it so long that the warmth had long since leached out of it, leaving only the weight of it in his hands, something to hold onto in the absence of anything else. The rain streaked down the window in rivulets, distorting the neon sign across the street into a bleeding smear of red and green that pulsed against the grey afternoon like a wound that wouldn't close. He could smell the rain through the crack in the window frame, that wet concrete smell that rose up from the pavement, mixed with the stale smoke that hung in the air from the woman in the corner booth, her cigarette burning in the ashtray beside her untouched coffee, the smoke curling up toward the bare bulb hanging from the ceiling, thin and blue and acrid. The radio behind the counter crackled with low static, a jazz station playing something slow and sad, a saxophone weeping into the void, the notes hanging in the air like smoke, and Alex could feel the vibration of it in his chest, that low thrum that seemed to pulse in time with the rain against the glass.

He was doing that thing people did on Saturdays, sitting in public to feel like they were participating in life without actually participating in anything, and he could feel the familiar hollowness in his chest, that empty space where something was supposed to be but never quite materialised. His phone was face down on the table, the screen dark, no notifications waiting, and he could feel the weight of its absence, the silence of it, the way it sat there like a dead thing. He had no plans for the rest of the day, and he experienced this absence of plans as freedom rather than emptiness, though he knew the difference was mostly in how he chose to frame it. His name was Alex. He was thirty-six years old. He worked in logistics, which meant he spent his days staring at spreadsheets, his eyes dry and scratchy from the fluorescent lights, his fingers numb from the keyboard, the taste of cheap office coffee always in his mouth. He had never been married. He had never been in love in a way that made him want to tell anyone about it. These were not secrets. They were just the facts of a life that had been, by any reasonable measure, fine.

He could hear the rain hitting the glass, a soft patter that blended with the hiss of the espresso machine and the low murmur of the few other customers scattered around the room. A woman in a red dress sat in the corner booth, her hair pinned up, her hands still on the table, her cigarette burning down in the ashtray beside her untouched coffee. He could smell her perfume from here, something floral and sharp, mixed with the smoke and the rain and the old wood of the floorboards. He watched her for a moment, watched the way her gaze drifted to the window and stayed there, watching the rain streak down the glass like tears, and he wondered what she was waiting for, if she was waiting for anything at all, if she was just another person trying to pass the time until the weather broke. The barman was polishing the same glass he'd been polishing when Alex walked in, a slow rhythmic motion that seemed to have no purpose, the cloth moving in circles against the glass, his face expressionless, his movements mechanical, the sound of it a soft squeak against the background noise of the rain and the jazz. Alex could feel the weight of the afternoon pressing down on him, that particular heaviness that came with too much time and too little to do with it, the hours stretching out in front of him like a road that led nowhere.

He thought about his life, about the string of days that blended into each other until he couldn't remember what had happened last week or last month or last year. He could feel the routine of it in his muscles, the way his body had learned to go through the motions without his mind having to be present, the way he could wake up and make coffee and go to work and come home and make dinner and go to bed without ever really being there. He could sympathise with people's pains but not with their pleasures—that was his theory, the thing he told himself to justify the distance he kept from everyone, the thing he repeated to himself like a mantra in the quiet moments when the loneliness got too loud. Someone else's happiness bored him. It felt like watching a film in a language he didn't speak, like standing outside a party and watching the laughter through the window, the sound of it muffled and distant, unreachable. He had repeated this so often that he had started to believe it was wisdom, though he knew in the quieter moments of the night, when sleep wouldn't come and the shadows on the ceiling seemed to move, that it was not wisdom at all. It was just the thing he told himself to explain why he stood at the edge of every clearing while other people ran into the moonlight, why he watched instead of participated, why he was always the one turning away.

His watch read 2:37, the hands thick and black against the pale face, the metal band cold against his wrist, and he was still staring at it when the bell above the door jangled, a sharp brass sound that cut through the low murmur of the room. The man who walked in was wet to the bone, his hat pulled low, his coat dripping onto the worn linoleum, and Alex could smell the rain on him from across the room, that fresh wet smell mixed with the stale scent of sweat and coffee and something else, something that reminded him of sleepless nights and worry. He didn't look up because he didn't need to. He knew the rhythm of that walk, the particular shuffle of wet leather against damp floor, the way the man's shoulders hunched against the cold like a bird folding its wings. He knew the tapping that would come next—tap-tap-tap—the nervous drumming of fingers against the table, the collar, the counter, anything solid enough to ground him. He could already hear it in his head, that familiar rhythm that had accompanied him through fifteen years of friendship, through lecture halls and pubs and hospital waiting rooms. He looked up. Jonah stood there, water streaming from the brim of his fedora, his eyes red-rimmed and hollow, his jaw dark with stubble that looked like it had been growing for days. He was shivering, a fine tremor running through his body that Alex could see even from across the room, and his coat was soaked through, the wool dark and heavy with water, the collar frayed at the edges.

Alex said, "You look like hell," and his voice came out flat, matter-of-fact, because it wasn't a question. Jonah slid into the chair opposite him with his coat still on and his hat still on, water dripping onto the table between them, and Alex could feel the cold radiating off him, that damp chill that seemed to cling to his clothes and his skin. His fingers went to work immediately—tap-tap-tap against the wood, the sound sharp and insistent, then smoothing the collar of his shirt, his hands shaking slightly, then checking his watch even though he'd just checked it, then checking it again. Jonah said, "Thanks. I haven't been sleeping," and his voice scraped out like gravel, like he hadn't used it in days, and Alex could hear the fatigue in it, the weight of something that had been pressing down on him for a long time. He could smell the coffee on Jonah's breath, stale and bitter, mixed with the rain and the cold. Alex motioned to the barman and said, "Coffee, black," and the words came out rough, and then he turned back to Jonah and asked, "What's wrong?" and Jonah shrugged, the gesture heavy, his shoulders rising and falling with the effort of it, and he said, "Nothing happened," and Alex said, "I didn't say something happened," and Jonah didn't answer, his fingers kept tapping, and Alex could hear the rhythm of it now, tap-tap-tap, like a second heartbeat. He said, "You didn't have to. You only show up here when something's gone wrong," and Jonah's eyes drifted to the window, to the rain, to the street, and he said, "Do you ever feel like you're waiting for something? Something you don't know what it is? Something you can't name?" and Alex was quiet for a moment. The coffee arrived and he pushed it across the table toward Jonah, and Jonah wrapped his hands around the cup—not to drink, just to hold—and Alex could see the way his fingers relaxed slightly, the way the warmth of the cup seeped into his palms, the tension in his shoulders easing just a fraction. He said, "Sure. That's called being alive," and he meant it as a joke, but Jonah didn't laugh, he just stared at the cup and the steam rising from it and said, "I think I know what it is. I just don't know how to find it."

Alex didn't push because Saturdays were not for pushing. He pretended to read his book while actually watching Jonah over the top of the page, watching the way his jaw tightened and loosened, the way his eyes moved without
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