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Chapter 1 — The Guy Across the Hall
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The rain had been falling since morning.

Not the loud kind that crashed against rooftops like a warning, but the quiet kind—the kind that wrapped the city in silver and turned every streetlight into a blurry dream.

Lena Hartley sat beside the café window with her laptop open and untouched coffee growing cold between her hands. Outside, people hurried beneath umbrellas while taxi lights glowed like tiny stars in the wet streets of New York.

Inside, everything smelled like cinnamon and coffee beans.

And disappointment.

She sighed and stared at the blinking cursor on her screen.

Article Deadline: 6 PM

Current word count: 43

“Fantastic,” she muttered.

Writing used to come easily to her. Back in college, professors called her brilliant. Her friends used to joke that she could turn grocery lists into poetry.

Now she could barely finish a paragraph without deleting half of it.

Her editor had called three times today.

Her landlord had emailed twice.

And her ex-boyfriend, Daniel, had posted engagement photos online exactly two hours ago.

Life was moving beautifully for everyone except her.

Lena rubbed her temples before closing the laptop with a groan.

“Writer’s block?”

The voice startled her.

She looked up.

A guy stood beside her table holding two cups of coffee. He was tall, somewhere around six feet, wearing a black hoodie beneath a dark coat dampened by rain. His hair looked messy in the way expensive magazine models tried very hard to imitate.

But it wasn’t his looks that caught her attention.

It was his eyes.

Warm brown. Calm. Curious.

The kind of eyes that looked like they listened.

“I’m sorry?” Lena blinked.

“You’ve been staring at that screen for twenty minutes,” he said casually. “Either you’re writing the next great American novel or fighting for your life.”

A laugh escaped her before she could stop it.

“Definitely the second one.”

“I knew it.”

He placed one coffee on her table.

Lena frowned. “I didn’t order this.”

“You looked like you needed rescuing.”

“And coffee is your heroic weapon?”

“It’s all I can afford.”

She studied him suspiciously.

Normally, Lena hated random conversations with strangers. New York men usually came in two categories: arrogant finance bros or overly confident musicians who thought being emotionally unavailable counted as a personality.

But this guy seemed... different.

Relaxed.

Comfortable.

Like he had nowhere else to be.

“You do this often?” she asked.

“Buy coffee for stressed strangers?”

“Yes.”

“Only on rainy days.”

That answer made her smile again.

Dangerous.

“Sit,” she said before she could rethink it.

He slid into the chair across from her.

“Ethan,” he introduced, extending a hand.

“Lena.”

His hand was warm.

Why did she notice that?

“So,” Ethan said, leaning back. “What’s ruining your day?”

“Everything.”

“Ah. One of those.”

“One of those.”

He nodded thoughtfully, like he genuinely understood.

“You wanna talk about it?”

“Not particularly.”

“Fair enough.”

Silence settled between them, but strangely, it wasn’t awkward.

The café buzzed softly around them. Milk steamed behind the counter. Indie music played quietly overhead. Rain tapped against the windows like fingers.

Lena took a careful sip of the coffee he bought her.

Caramel latte.

Exactly what she always ordered.

Her eyebrows lifted.

“How did you know?”

Ethan looked confused.

“Know what?”

“This is my usual coffee.”

“Oh.” He glanced at the cup. “Lucky guess.”

Suspicious.

Still, she let it go.

“You come here often?” he asked.

“Almost every day.”

“Hm.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re weird.”

“I’ve been called worse.”

She laughed again.

It felt strange how easy this conversation was.

As if they’d skipped past the exhausting phase of pretending to impress each other.

Most first meetings felt like interviews.

This felt like breathing.

“So what do you do?” Ethan asked.

“I’m a journalist.”

“Serious journalist or celebrity-breakup journalist?”

“Somewhere painfully in the middle.”

“Sounds tragic.”

“It is tragic.”

“What about you?” she asked.

He hesitated.

That was the first strange thing she noticed about him.

Just a tiny pause.

Like he was choosing a version of himself.

“I’m a photographer,” he finally answered.

“That explains the dramatic rainy-day entrance.”

“Exactly. I’m legally required to act mysterious.”

“Are you good at it?”

“No.”

“True.”

He placed a hand over his chest like she’d wounded him.

“Ouch.”

Lena smiled into her coffee.

For the first time in weeks, her chest didn’t feel so heavy.

Then her phone buzzed.

She glanced at the screen.

MOM CALLING

She immediately declined it.

Ethan pretended not to notice.

“Family?” he asked gently.

“My mother has a special talent for making me feel behind in life.”

“She compares you to cousins?”

“She compares me to everyone.”

“Oof.”

“She thinks I should already be married.”

“And what do you think?”

Lena stared out the rain-covered window.

“I think people act like love is some finish line.”

Ethan watched her carefully.

“And you don’t?”

“I think people just don’t want to be alone.”

Something flickered in his expression then.

Something deeper.

Sad, maybe.

But it disappeared too quickly for her to understand.

“That’s a very writer thing to say,” he murmured.

“And that’s a very photographer thing to notice.”

He smiled slowly.

God, that smile was unfair.

Before she could say anything else, thunder rumbled outside.

The lights flickered once.

Then the entire café went dark.

Several people groaned.

Someone near the counter cursed dramatically.

Lena laughed softly as emergency lights blinked on, covering the room in dim amber shadows.

“Well,” Ethan said, “this just became incredibly romantic.”

“You say that to every girl?”

“Only during electrical failures.”

The barista shouted that the power would probably take a while to return.

One by one, people started leaving.

But neither of them moved.

Outside, rain poured harder.

Inside, the world felt suspended.

Like time itself had paused around their table.

“So,” Ethan said quietly, “what would you write if nobody could judge it?”

The question caught her off guard.

“What?”

“If nobody could criticize you. If nobody expected anything from you.” His eyes stayed on hers. “What would you write?”

No one had ever asked her that before.

Not what she was assigned to write.

Not what paid the bills.

What she actually wanted.

Lena swallowed.

“Stories,” she admitted.

“What kind?”

“The kind where people find each other at the exact moment they’re about to give up.”

Ethan didn’t answer immediately.

His gaze softened.

“That sounds like a story worth reading.”

Her heart skipped unexpectedly.

Ridiculous.

She had known this man for less than an hour.

And yet something about him felt familiar in a dangerous way.

Like a song she forgot she loved.

The lights suddenly flickered back on.

The café erupted into applause.

Reality returned too quickly.

Lena blinked.

And Ethan stood.

“I should go.”

Disappointment hit her harder than expected.

“Oh.”

He reached into his coat pocket, grabbed a pen from the table, and wrote something on a napkin.

Then he slid it toward her.

“My number.”

She looked at the napkin.

Then at him.

“You assume I want it?”

“No.” He smiled lightly. “But I’m hoping.”

Her stomach betrayed her with butterflies.

Annoying.

“You always this confident?”

“Not even slightly.”

For a second neither of them spoke.

Then Ethan stepped backward toward the café door.

“Good luck with the article, Lena.”

“How do you know I’ll finish it?”

He opened the door, rain and cold wind rushing inside.

“Because you haven’t quit yet.”

And then he was gone.

Just like that.

Lena stared after him through the rain-streaked window.

People passed by.

Cars moved.

The city continued.

But somehow everything felt different now.

She looked down at the napkin in her hand.

Ethan Cole

followed by a phone number written in messy handwriting.

Her lips curved before she could stop them.

“Who smiles at napkins?” she muttered to herself.

Apparently, she did.
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Two hours later, Lena sat cross-legged on the floor of her apartment wearing oversized pajamas while her laptop glowed in front of her.

And somehow...

she was writing again.

Words flowed faster than they had in months.

Sentences connected naturally.

Ideas returned like they had merely been sleeping.

Maybe the coffee helped.

Maybe the rain.

Or maybe it was the guy with warm brown eyes who asked questions nobody else thought to ask.

Her phone buzzed beside her.

Unknown Number.

Her heart instantly betrayed her again.

She answered anyway.

“Hello?”

“Good,” Ethan’s voice said through the speaker. “You’re alive.”

Lena rolled her eyes automatically.

“Barely.”

“How’s the article?”

“Done.”

“See? I’m inspirational.”

“You’re annoying.”

“That too.”

She bit back a smile.

Outside her apartment window, rain continued falling softly across the city.

“So,” Ethan said after a moment, “there’s a bookstore downtown that stays open late when it rains.”

“That sounds fake.”

“It sounds romantic.”

“There you go again.”

“You free tonight?”

Lena hesitated.

Normally, she would say no.

Normal Lena avoided spontaneous plans.

Normal Lena overthought everything.

Normal Lena definitely did not meet strange men at bookstores during thunderstorms.

But lately normal wasn’t making her happy.

And something inside her whispered that saying yes might change everything.

“When?”

“Now.”

She laughed quietly.

“You really don’t waste time, huh?”

“Life’s short.”

There was something unexpectedly heavy in the way he said it.

Before she could ask, he spoke again, lighter this time.

“So? What do you think?”

Lena looked around her tiny apartment.

At unfinished bills.

At lonely silence.

At the blinking city lights outside her window.

Then she smiled.

“I think,” she said slowly, “you owe me another coffee.”

Ethan laughed softly through the phone.

“Deal.”

And neither of them knew it yet—

but that rainy night was the beginning of everything.
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Chapter 2 — The Bookstore That Stayed Awake
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New York looked softer at night.

Rain painted the streets in silver reflections while glowing signs flickered across puddles like broken stars. Taxis hissed through wet roads. People disappeared beneath umbrellas. Somewhere in the distance, sirens echoed faintly like part of the city’s heartbeat.

Lena stood in front of her apartment mirror for the fifth time in ten minutes.

“This is ridiculous,” she muttered.

Why was she nervous?

It was just coffee.

And a bookstore.

With a stranger.

Okay, maybe not just a stranger.

Ethan already felt oddly familiar, and that alone should have terrified her.

She changed sweaters twice before finally settling on a dark green hoodie beneath a long beige coat. Casual enough to seem effortless. Warm enough for the weather.

Hopefully not trying-too-hard enough to embarrass herself.

Her phone buzzed.

ETHAN:

Outside.

Her stomach flipped instantly.

Annoying.

Lena grabbed her bag and hurried downstairs before she could rethink the entire situation.

The cold night air hit her immediately as she stepped onto the sidewalk.

And there he was.

Leaning casually beside a black motorcycle parked beneath a flickering streetlamp.

Rain dampened his dark hair again, and his hands were shoved into the pockets of his coat. He looked up the second she appeared.

Then smiled.

That smile really should’ve come with a warning label.

“You own a motorcycle?” Lena asked suspiciously as she approached.

Ethan glanced dramatically at the bike.

“No, I borrowed it from Batman.”

She snorted.

“That was bad.”

“I know.”

“You seem proud of it.”

“A little.”

Lena crossed her arms.

“I’m not getting on that thing.”

“It hurts me that you think I’d let you walk in the rain.”

“You met me four hours ago.”

“And already care deeply about your survival.”

She stared at him.

He stared back.

Rain tapped quietly against the pavement between them.

Then Ethan handed her a spare helmet.

“Trust me?”

The question landed softer than expected.

Lena hesitated only a second before taking it.

“Temporarily,” she answered.

“That’s all I ask.”
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The ride through Manhattan felt unreal.

Cold wind brushed against Lena’s cheeks while city lights blurred around them like watercolor paintings. She held lightly onto Ethan’s jacket at first, careful not to seem too comfortable.

But traffic turned sharply near Times Square, and instinctively she grabbed tighter around his waist.

She felt him laugh quietly.

“Don’t get used to this,” she warned over the sound of rain.

“Too late.”

God.

Why was he so easy to talk to?

That was dangerous.

People weren’t supposed to feel easy.

Not in New York.

Not after heartbreak.

Not after disappointment.

Yet somehow Ethan moved through conversations like he’d known her for years instead of hours.

Ten minutes later, they stopped in front of a narrow brick building tucked between a jazz bar and an old bakery.

A glowing sign above the entrance read:

MORROW & BLACK BOOKS

Warm golden light spilled through fogged windows.

The place looked less like a
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