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The smell of fresh coffee lingered in the air as Sophie Parker wiped down the counter for the hundredth time that morning. Though it wasn’t yet noon, Pinewood’s tiny train station had already seen its fair share of visitors. Sophie smiled as she watched a regular—bundled in a cozy sweater—sip his usual, chatting away with a friend by the window.

This was Sophie’s favorite part of her job at the coffee counter: the quiet hum of the station, the homey smell of pastries from Rosa’s Bakery in the case beside her, and the brief but warm exchanges with people passing through. Each traveler had their own story, and while Sophie wasn’t one to pry, she found comfort in the rhythm of their lives intersecting with hers.

The familiar rumble of an approaching train sent a ripple of excitement through Sophie as she glanced out the large windows of Pinewood Station. The sleek, silver train pulled in with a soft screech, its brakes squealing as it slowed to a stop. In moments, the quiet station would be bustling with life. 

Sophie’s heart fluttered in anticipation, her hands instinctively smoothing her apron as she prepared for the surge of passengers.

She loved the stillness just before the doors slid opened, followed by the lively chaos of travelers spilling onto the platform. Most of them would be coming in from New York City, their faces a blend of weariness and urgency. Some were just passing through, while others were college students returning home to their parents in Pinewood for the holidays, their arms laden with gifts, their eyes lit with anticipation.

Excitement mingled with nerves as Sophie straightened the coffee cups and wiped down the counter one last time. She knew the next few moments would be a whirlwind—orders coming in rapid-fire, faces blurring as she poured a coffee, then hot water over a bag of tea, then hot chocolate. And yet, it was always the same. Some customers would smile warmly, thanking her for the extra cream or the perfectly warmed croissant. Others would be curt, impatient, rattling off their orders as though her coffee counter was just another blip in their hectic day.

Sophie took a deep breath, bracing herself for the inevitable rush. She loved the energy of the station, the rhythm of conversation and clinking cups, but sometimes the city folk, with their hurried manners and impossible demands, could make her heart race with anxiety.

As the doors slid open, Sophie braced herself for the usual influx of passengers. But today, not many travelers disembarked. A few weary-looking individuals stepped onto the platform, pulling their scarves tighter against the cold, but none seemed particularly eager to head in her direction. Most of them hurried past her counter without a second glance, making their way toward the exit or settling into benches, waiting for their rides to pick them up.

She exhaled slowly, the tension in her shoulders easing just a bit. A quieter morning wasn’t the worst thing. It would give her a moment to breathe before the real holiday rush hit.

She pulled out a fresh batch of mugs, setting them in neat rows on the counter with practiced precision. As she glanced up, the familiar figure of Mrs. DeWitt ambled toward her, wearing her signature plaid coat and red knit hat. Sophie smiled, already anticipating the older woman’s request.

“The usual, Mrs. DeWitt?” she called over, even though she knew the answer.

“Oh yes, dear, but make it extra pepperminty this time. Christmas is coming, after all!” Mrs. DeWitt laughed, her voice like a familiar carol, bringing warmth into the quiet station.

Sophie chuckled, reaching for the peppermint syrup. “One hot chocolate with extra peppermint in a mug, coming right up.” Moments like this—the familiar faces and simple requests—made her love her job even on slower days.

Christmas was Sophie’s favorite time of year. The lights strung up in town, the festive decorations in shop windows, the smell of cinnamon in the air—it all made Pinewood feel even cozier than usual. But as much as she loved pouring coffees and greeting customers, there was another dream that tugged at the edges of her thoughts. 

Every evening, when the station closed and she returned to her small apartment, she spent hours experimenting with marshmallow recipes. Fluffy, sweet creations infused with flavors like peppermint, gingerbread, and cocoa—her own little winter wonderland in the kitchen.

If only she could muster the courage to share them with more than just friends and neighbors.

The station bell chimed, pulling Sophie from her thoughts. She glanced up just as a man walked in, shaking off the chill of the December air. He was tall, with dark hair that curled slightly, and he wore a wool coat that looked like it had seen better days. There was something weary in his expression, a heaviness around his eyes that spoke of sleepless nights and long hours.

"Good morning," Sophie greeted him, slipping back into her customer service mode, her voice soft but welcoming. "What can I get for you?"

The man glanced at the menu board behind her, then at the coffee brewing on the counter. "Just a black coffee in a mug, please," he said, his voice low and a little rough. "I could use the caffeine."

Sophie smiled as she grabbed a mug and began pouring. "Rough day already?"

He let out a short laugh. "You could say that. It’s been a long few weeks."

She handed him the coffee, curious but not wanting to pry. He looked about her age, maybe mid-thirties, but there was an exhaustion in his face that made him seem older. Sophie could only guess what had brought him to Pinewood. He didn’t quite look like a tourist.

As he took a sip of his coffee, the man’s shoulders seemed to relax a little, as if the warmth had settled into his bones.

"Do you need anything else? We’ve got some pastries from Rosa’s Bakery," Sophie offered, nodding toward the display case. "Rosa brings them to me fresh every morning. She's an amazing baker."

He glanced at the case but shook his head. "No, thanks. Just the coffee."

"Well, if you change your mind, they’re right here," Sophie said brightly, offering a small smile. “Ready and waiting. Just like me.” A blush consumed her cheeks. “Oh, I didn't mean... I don't know what I meant, to be honest. Just chattering away. Sorry. I'll stop now.”

The stranger opened his mouth, as if he was about to say something, but instead, he simply offered a quick, polite smile before heading toward one of the small tables near the window. Sophie watched him settle in, the steaming coffee in his hands, his gaze drifting outside to the snow-dusted platform. There was something in his eyes, a mix of tiredness and distraction, that tugged at her curiosity.

But Sophie was shy by nature, and while she loved listening to people, she rarely initiated deeper conversations. So instead, she returned to wiping down the counter, her mind wandering to what she might have for dinner.

The sound of the man’s phone buzzing broke the silence. Sophie glanced up as he fished it out of his coat pocket, frowning slightly as he answered.

"Hey, Aunt May," he said quietly, his voice softening with a tenderness that surprised Sophie. "Yeah, I’ll be there soon. Just drinking a coffee before I head back. Do you want anything? There are pastries at the station, and I hear they're fresh.” He glanced toward the coffee counter, and Sophie quickly turned away, as if to prove she hadn't been eavesdropping. “Okay, sure,” the man went on. “I’m sorry. I’ll be there in twenty minutes."

He ended the call and slipped the phone back into his pocket with a sigh. His shoulders slumped again as he took another sip of coffee.

Sophie pretended not to have overheard, but her mind whirled with questions. Aunt May? There was only one May she knew of in Pinewood—May Cavanaugh, an older woman who had been aging in place for a few years now. Sophie had heard from a few locals that May’s health was declining and that she might need more help at home. Maybe this man was a relative, here to care for her. The thought lingered as Sophie restocked the sugar packets, piecing together the clues in her mind.

As the man finished his coffee and stood to leave, he gave Sophie a nod of thanks. "Great coffee. I’ll be back."

"Anytime," Sophie replied, her heart doing a little skip at the kindness in his smile. “I'm always here. Except after hours, I mean. I don't live at the train station, obviously.”

The man gave her an awkward grin. And with that, he was gone, disappearing out the door and into the swirling snow. Sophie stared after him for a moment, wondering what his story was and whether she’d see him again.

In a town like Pinewood, everyone’s paths crossed sooner or later. And as Sophie went back to her quiet routine at the coffee counter, she couldn’t help but feel that this man—whoever he was—would be back sooner than she thought.
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Sophie pulled her scarf tighter around her neck as she stepped out of the grocer’s. The cold nipped at her cheeks. Her arms strained under the weight of two bulging bags filled with supplies, and she huffed a breath of visible air. She hadn’t expected to need so much, but Christmas was around the corner, and her marshmallow experiments had been so successful she thought she might give them as gifts this year. Between the sugar, corn syrup, gelatin, and flavorings, she was fully stocked for days of marshmallow-making—if she could just get home without dropping everything.

As she trudged along the snowy sidewalk, her feet suddenly slipped. Before she could catch herself, she bumped straight into someone.

“Oh!” she gasped, managing to steady herself but only just. The person she collided with reached out instinctively, grabbing one of the bags before it tumbled to the ground.

“I’m so sorry,” she began, feeling her face heat up in embarrassment.

“No, no—it’s my fault,” came a familiar voice. She glanced up and found herself staring into the same tired yet kind eyes she had seen earlier that week at the train station. The man who’d ordered the black coffee. His expression softened with recognition.

“Sophie?” he asked, holding her upright.

She blinked, and her heart skipped slightly as she nodded. “Yes. Um, thanks for catching me. But how did you know my name?”

“My aunt told me,” he said, flashing a brief smile. “I
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