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The Waiter’s Smile
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Chapter 1 — The Smile That Lingers
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Aaron had never thought much about smiles.

They were polite things. Automatic. Something people offered the way they held doors open or said have a nice day without really meaning it. Smiles belonged to strangers, to customer service counters, to moments that passed without leaving a mark.

Until the morning he noticed that one.

The café sat on the corner of Maple and Third, a narrow place with fogged windows and mismatched chairs that always smelled faintly of roasted beans and warm bread. Aaron had started coming there a few months ago, after deciding that working from home meant he needed at least one reason to leave his apartment before noon.

He came for the quiet. For the routine. For the comfort of knowing exactly what to expect.

What he hadn’t expected was the waiter.

Aaron stepped inside, brushing rain from his jacket, and joined the short line near the counter. He was still half in his own head, already planning his to-do list, when he looked up—and froze.

The man behind the counter was wiping down the espresso machine, dark hair falling into his eyes. He glanced up, noticed Aaron waiting, and smiled.

It wasn’t flashy. It wasn’t flirtatious. It was warm in a way that felt unguarded, as if it hadn’t been rehearsed or polished for strangers. The kind of smile that made you feel like you’d just been recognized, even if you couldn’t explain why.

“Morning,” the waiter said.

His voice was gentle, slightly rough at the edges, like he’d been awake for hours already.

“Uh—morning,” Aaron replied, surprised at how his throat tightened around the word.

The waiter’s smile lingered for a second longer than necessary before he turned back to the machine. Aaron stared at the menu board, suddenly unable to remember what he always ordered. His heart beat a little faster, uncomfortably loud in his chest.

Get a grip, he told himself. It’s just a smile.

When it was his turn, Aaron stepped forward, hands tucked into his jacket sleeves. The waiter faced him again, that same expression still there, softer now, curious.

“What can I get you?” he asked.

“Coffee,” Aaron said too quickly. “Black. Medium.”

The waiter’s lips curved again, something almost amused in his eyes. “Coming right up.”

Aaron watched his hands as he worked—confident, practiced, careful. There was something grounding about the way he moved, like the café itself revolved gently around him.

“Name?” the waiter asked.

“Aaron.”

“Leo,” the waiter said, tapping the cup with a marker. “Nice to meet you, Aaron.”

Something about hearing his name said like that—easy, familiar—made Aaron’s chest feel unexpectedly warm.

“Nice to meet you too,” he murmured, though Leo had already turned away.

Aaron took his coffee to a small table near the window, pretending to open his laptop while stealing glances at the counter. Leo laughed at something another customer said, the sound low and genuine. He smiled again, and again, and each time it felt less like something he offered freely to everyone—and more like something he carried with him.

Stop, Aaron told himself. You don’t even know him.

Still, when he left the café twenty minutes later, the rain lighter and the streets brighter, he realized something unsettling.

The coffee had been good.

But it wasn’t the coffee he was thinking about.

It was the smile.

And how it had followed him all the way home.
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Chapter 2 — More Than Coffee
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Aaron told himself it was about the coffee.

That was the explanation he repeated as he turned the corner onto Maple Street the next morning, hands shoved into his coat pockets, pace a little quicker than usual. The café brewed better beans than anywhere else nearby. It was quiet. Comfortable. Predictable.

That was all.

The bell above the door chimed as he stepped inside, and warmth wrapped around him instantly. The same soft music played, the same comforting scent of espresso and baked bread. Aaron exhaled, already relaxing.

Then he looked up.

Leo stood behind the counter again, sleeves rolled up, hair slightly damp like he’d just washed his hands. When his eyes landed on Aaron, something in his expression shifted—recognition sparking bright and immediate.

“Morning,” Leo said, smiling. “Black coffee. Medium, right?”

Aaron blinked. “You... remember?”

Leo shrugged easily, reaching for a cup. “It’s kind of my thing.”

Aaron laughed under his breath, surprised by how good it felt. “Guess that makes things easy.”

“Only if you let it,” Leo said, tone light, eyes kind.

The words lingered longer than they should have.

Aaron leaned against the counter, feeling strangely at ease. “Busy morning?”

“Always,” Leo replied. “But it’s the good kind of busy. People before caffeine are fascinating creatures.”

Aaron smiled despite himself. “Brave of you to face them without fear.”

Leo chuckled, a warm, low sound. “Someone has to.”

As Leo prepared the coffee, Aaron noticed the small details—the careful way he poured, the subtle focus in his eyes. This wasn’t someone rushing through a job. This was someone present.

Leo set the cup down in front of him. “There you go.”

“Thanks,” Aaron said, then hesitated. “Hey, uh... do you always remember everyone’s order?”

“Not everyone,” Leo admitted. “Just the ones who look like they need something familiar in the morning.”

Aaron swallowed, caught off guard. “Is it that obvious?”

Leo met his gaze, smile gentler now. “Only if you know how to look.”

Aaron carried his coffee to the same table by the window, heart unsteady in a way he couldn’t quite name. As he settled in, he felt something shift—a sense of being noticed, not judged or assessed, just... acknowledged.

Halfway through his coffee, Leo passed by with a tray, pausing for a moment. “How is it?”

“Perfect,” Aaron replied honestly.

Leo smiled, softer than before. “Glad to hear it.”

As Aaron left the café later, he realized something important.

It wasn’t just about the coffee anymore.

It was about being remembered.

And for the first time in a long while, Aaron didn’t feel invisible.
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Chapter 3 — Regulars
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By the end of the week, Aaron stopped pretending his visits were accidental.

He showed up every morning around the same time, always just after the early rush had thinned but before the café settled into its quieter rhythm. He took the same table by the window. Ordered the same coffee.

And every morning, Leo greeted him like he’d been expected.

“Morning, Aaron,” Leo said one Tuesday, already reaching for a cup. “The usual?”

Aaron smiled, a little shy but no longer surprised. “Yeah. Thanks.”

The ease of it all caught him off guard. There was no awkwardness anymore, no need to search for words. Their conversations were short—sometimes just a few comments about the weather or the music playing—but they flowed naturally, like something they’d been practicing for a long time.

“You working today?” Leo asked as he handed over the cup.

Aaron nodded. “From home. Again.”

Leo tilted his head sympathetically. “Brutal. At least you’ve got decent coffee to soften the blow.”

Aaron laughed. “You might be the only thing making it tolerable.”

The words slipped out before he could stop them. He froze, but Leo only smiled, eyes bright.

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Leo said lightly.

As the days passed, Aaron noticed changes. Subtle ones. Leo’s smile lingered longer when he spoke to him, softened at the edges. It felt less like something offered to customers and more like something shared between them.

Once, as Aaron packed up to leave, Leo leaned over the counter and said quietly, “Same time tomorrow?”

Aaron nodded, warmth blooming in his chest. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

Behind the counter, one of the other staff—a woman with a sharp grin and a stack of dirty mugs—raised an eyebrow at Leo. “You going to marry the coffee guy, or should we start taking bets?”

Leo rolled his eyes, but his ears turned red. “Knock it off.”

Aaron pretended to focus on his phone, but his smile betrayed him.

The teasing didn’t stop. Another morning, a barista whispered something in Leo’s ear, earning a laugh and a shake of Leo’s head before he glanced over at Aaron, expression soft and unmistakably fond.

Whatever this was—friendship, curiosity, something more—it was growing quietly, unnoticed by most, but impossible for Aaron to ignore.

For the first time in years, he looked forward to being a regular somewhere.

Not because of the routine.

But because of the person who remembered him.
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Chapter 4 — Quiet Loneliness
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That night, the apartment felt too quiet.

Aaron sat on the edge of his couch with his laptop closed beside him, the soft glow of the city filtering in through the windows. He’d finished his work hours ago, but instead of relief, there was only the familiar heaviness—an ache that settled in when there was nothing left to distract him.

He thought about the café.

About the bell over the door. The warmth. Leo’s smile.

The realization unsettled him.

His life had grown small without him noticing. Work from home. Takeout. Evenings spent scrolling through other people’s lives, convincing himself he preferred the distance. It hadn’t always been this way.

He thought about Mark.

The memory surfaced reluctantly, like something he usually kept locked away. Mark had been charming at first—attentive, confident, full of plans. Aaron had opened himself slowly, cautiously, and then all at once. He’d believed in the promises, in the idea that being chosen meant safety.

He’d been wrong.

The end hadn’t been loud or dramatic. It had been quiet. Withdrawal instead of confrontation. Messages left unanswered. Affection fading until Aaron realized he was alone long before the relationship officially ended.

That was when he’d learned to keep parts of himself guarded.

To expect less.

Aaron leaned back, staring at the ceiling. It troubled him how much those brief moments at the café had begun to matter. How a remembered order, a warm greeting, a shared smile
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