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Chapter 1 – Unexpected Meeting

[image: ]


Joanna’s fingers hovered over the rim of her coffee cup, the warmth seeping into her hands like a quiet promise. The café buzzed with the gentle murmur of conversations and the occasional hiss of the espresso machine, a familiar symphony she had learned to savor. She liked mornings like this, before the world demanded her full attention—before it asked questions she didn’t always want to answer.

She glanced up and noticed him immediately. Jach. There was something about the way he carried himself, not with arrogance, but with an effortless confidence that drew the eye without trying. He was sitting alone at the corner table, his notebook open, pen moving in neat, deliberate strokes. The sunlight caught the lines of his face just right, highlighting a strong jaw and a pair of thoughtful eyes that seemed to observe everything yet reveal little.

Joanna felt her pulse quicken, an irrational tug she couldn’t explain. She had always been careful, navigating spaces where assumptions could be cruel or intrusive. But for some reason, she found herself intrigued rather than wary.

Her phone buzzed in her bag—a reminder, an obligation. She silenced it. For once, she didn’t want to be anywhere but here, in this pause between what was and what could be. She took a sip of her cappuccino, savoring the foam and the faint bitterness, and that’s when their eyes met.

Jach looked up, a faint flicker of curiosity crossing his features. He hesitated for a moment, as if deciding whether to return the glance or retreat into his notebook. Then, almost imperceptibly, he nodded. A tiny gesture, but it was enough to make Joanna feel a strange warmth ripple through her chest.

She returned the nod, then busied herself with her coffee, trying not to appear as though she was studying him. But of course, curiosity was a hard thing to mask.

A few minutes passed, each one stretching with a strange elasticity, until a quiet voice interrupted the rhythm of her thoughts.

“Excuse me,” he said, standing by her table. “Is this seat taken?”

Joanna looked up, slightly startled. His voice was calm, even, and carried a subtle charm that made her want to smile despite herself.

“No, go ahead,” she said, gesturing to the empty chair across from her.

He sat, setting his notebook aside, and offered a small smile. “Thanks. I’m Jach.”

“Joanna,” she replied, holding out her hand briefly before realizing she wanted to keep her gestures casual. They shook hands lightly, the kind of handshake that was polite yet charged with the unspoken tension of two strangers testing the waters.

For a moment, there was silence. Not the awkward kind that demands conversation, but a charged, anticipatory pause, as if both were weighing whether to cross a line into something unfamiliar.

“So... what are you working on?” Joanna asked, nodding toward his notebook.

“Just some sketches,” he said, opening the notebook to reveal pages of clean, precise drawings. “Nothing important, really. Just ideas.”

Joanna leaned forward slightly, intrigued despite herself. “They’re impressive,” she said. “You have a good eye for detail.”

He shrugged modestly. “Thanks. It’s just a habit, I guess. Helps me organize my thoughts.”

She smiled, sensing an ease in him that didn’t quite fit the kind of man she was used to noticing. “I get that,” she said. “Sometimes putting things on paper... it’s like talking without words.”

He nodded, a faint understanding in his eyes. “Exactly. Sometimes words aren’t enough.”

There was a brief moment when the background chatter seemed to fade, leaving only the two of them suspended in something fragile and new. Joanna felt a flutter in her chest she hadn’t expected—an unusual mix of curiosity, attraction, and cautious hope.

“So... do you come here often?” she asked, trying to keep her tone light.

He smiled again, a hint of humor in his eyes. “Not really. First time, actually. Thought I’d see what the hype was about.”

“Well, you picked a good day,” she said, gesturing around the cozy café. “It’s... peaceful in the mornings.”

They fell into easy conversation after that, discussing trivial things at first—the weather, the coffee, favorite books and movies—but the rhythm of their words carried a subtle intimacy. Joanna found herself laughing more freely than she had in weeks, the sound surprising her with its warmth. Jach’s responses were thoughtful, occasionally tinged with dry humor, and she realized she didn’t want the conversation to end.

At some point, Joanna caught herself watching him in a way she hadn’t intended. She noted the way he tucked his hair behind his ear, the slight furrow of concentration when he spoke, the way he made her feel like the center of the room without trying. It was dizzying in the most unexpected way.

Then, as if reading her mind, Jach’s eyes met hers, and he smiled softly. “I’m glad I came here today,” he said quietly.

Joanna felt her chest tighten in a way that was both thrilling and terrifying. She wanted to say the same, but instead, she nodded, her lips curling into a small, sincere smile. “Me too,” she admitted.

The bell above the café door jingled as a few more patrons entered, reminding them of the world outside their bubble. Jach glanced at the door, then back at her, as if weighing the decision to linger or retreat.

“Well... I don’t usually do this,” he said, “but would you like to maybe... meet again? Sometime?”

Joanna’s heart skipped a beat. The question was simple, but the possibilities it carried were vast and uncertain. She could feel her insecurities rising—the same ones that had kept her guarded for years—but also a spark of courage.

“I’d like that,” she said softly, her voice steady despite the nervous flutter in her chest.

He smiled, a real, unguarded smile this time, and for a moment, Joanna thought she might just float out of her chair. “Great. It’s a date then,” he said.

As he gathered his things and left the café, Joanna stayed for a moment, staring at the empty chair across from her. The encounter was brief, but it lingered, like the aftertaste of something sweet and intoxicating.

She took a deep breath, letting the warmth of her coffee seep into her bones once more. There was a new feeling there now—a sense of possibility, of tentative hope. She didn’t know where this would go, and that uncertainty both terrified and thrilled her. But for the first time in a long while, Joanna felt ready to find out.

And somehow, she had a feeling that Jach felt the same.
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Chapter 2 – Small Conversations
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Joanna didn’t expect to see Jach again so soon, yet there he was, leaning casually against the counter at the same café, a faint smile tugging at the corners of his lips when he spotted her. The sunlight caught his hair at just the right angle, giving it a golden sheen, and she felt that familiar flutter in her chest—the one that had refused to leave since their first meeting.

“Hey,” he said, voice low but warm, as if the word itself carried reassurance.

“Hey,” she replied, brushing a loose strand of hair behind her ear, trying to look casual though her heartbeat betrayed her nerves.

He pulled out a chair and sat opposite her before she could even offer one. “Mind if I join you again?”

“Not at all,” Joanna said with a soft laugh, reaching for her cup as though the motion alone could steady her. “Seems like we’re becoming regulars.”

“Hopefully the fun kind of regulars,” Jach said, smirking. “Not the awkwardly ‘I-stalk-this-place’ kind.”

Joanna laughed, the sound easing the tension that had built up the night before. “Don’t worry. I think we’re safe from that category... for now.”

They fell into conversation naturally, the kind that doesn’t require effort but feels strangely familiar. It started with the ordinary: favorite books, movies, coffee preferences. Joanna learned that Jach had a penchant for mystery novels and an inexplicable love for old black-and-white films, the kind she herself had once devoured in her college dorm.

“I never thought anyone still watched those,” she said, leaning forward, intrigued. “There’s a certain charm to them.”

“Charm?” he echoed, raising an eyebrow. “More like art, really. Stories told in shadows and silence, where emotions aren’t shouted but whispered.”

Joanna smiled, noticing the intensity in his gaze. It wasn’t arrogance; it was a deep-seated appreciation, a careful observation that reminded her of someone who truly noticed the little things. “You make it sound poetic,” she said.

He shrugged lightly. “Maybe I am a little poetic. Maybe.” His smirk was fleeting but genuine.

After a pause, Joanna felt a nudge of courage. “Can I tell you something?” she asked, her tone quieter now.

“Of course,” he said without hesitation, leaning slightly forward.

She hesitated for a heartbeat, wondering if she should pull back, but the warmth in his eyes made her decide otherwise. “I... went through a lot before this—before I became... me,” she said. Her words were careful, measured. “People don’t always understand, and sometimes I get... judged, or worse.”

Jach nodded, his expression thoughtful. “I can’t pretend to know exactly what that’s like,” he said, voice gentle. “But I want to. I want to understand, if you’ll let me.”

Her chest tightened at his sincerity. Most people either tiptoed around her, offered forced sympathy, or asked invasive questions. But here was someone willing to listen without judgment. It was... rare. And comforting.

“I appreciate that,” she said softly. “I don’t usually share much at the beginning. It’s... personal.”

“I get it,” he replied, nodding. “We don’t have to dive into everything at once. Small steps are fine.”

Joanna smiled, feeling a warmth spreading in her chest. Small steps. That phrase carried more than just reassurance—it carried patience, respect, and something she had rarely experienced: a willingness to meet her where she was, without pressure.

“So,” she said, changing the subject with a teasing tilt of her head, “you mentioned mysteries. Do you solve them in real life, or only on paper?”

Jach laughed softly, a sound that made her smile broaden. “Mostly on paper,” he said. “Real life is messy. It doesn’t follow neat plots or give clear resolutions.”

“I beg to differ,” Joanna said, her eyes sparkling. “Life can be a mystery too. Sometimes, you just have to pay attention to the clues.”

He raised an eyebrow, leaning back slightly. “And what clues have you been following lately?”

Joanna hesitated, then shrugged, a mischievous glint in her eye. “Maybe I’m still figuring that out. Maybe some clues are... interesting people in unexpected places.”

Jach’s smile deepened, and she felt a blush creep up her cheeks. He caught the subtle flirtation, but rather than making it awkward, he met it with the ease of someone equally intrigued. “Interesting people, huh? Should I be honored or worried?”

“You can decide,” she said, smirking lightly.

The conversation drifted naturally into lighter territory—favorite
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