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Spectrum Café 

Chapter 1 – A Place Between Colors
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The first thing Andree noticed wasn’t the smell of coffee.

It wasn’t the soft hum of conversation, or the low indie music threading gently through the air, or even the soft clink of ceramic cups against saucers. It was the colors.

They weren’t loud. They didn’t shout for attention the way neon signs or painted murals sometimes did. Instead, they lived quietly in the space—threaded through mismatched furniture, layered in soft textiles draped over chair backs, reflected in the subtle gradient of the walls that shifted almost imperceptibly from warm gold near the windows to a dusky lavender toward the back.

It felt intentional. Not curated in a sterile, polished way—but cared for.

Like someone had taken the time to make sure every color had a place.

Andree paused just inside the door, one hand still wrapped around the handle, as if stepping fully inside might break something fragile.

Or maybe reveal something they weren’t ready to face.

“Hey there,” a voice called—not loud, not impatient, just present.

Andree blinked, the moment cracking just enough to let reality back in. They let the door swing shut behind them and took a few tentative steps forward.

The café wasn’t crowded, but it wasn’t empty either. A couple sat near the window, leaning into each other in quiet conversation. Someone with bright blue hair typed steadily on a laptop near the back, headphones wrapped around their neck. At the counter, a person in an oversized sweater laughed softly at something the barista said.

It was... easy.

That was the word for it. The space didn’t demand anything. It didn’t press or judge or even seem to notice the way Andree’s shoulders were slightly hunched, the way their hands hovered uncertainly at their sides.

It simply... existed.

And somehow, that made Andree feel seen in a way that was hard to explain.

“First time?”

The voice was closer now.

Andree turned.

She stood behind the counter, one hand resting lightly against the edge as if she’d been there long enough to know exactly where to lean. Her dark hair was pulled back loosely, a few strands escaping to frame her face. There was something steady about her gaze—not intense, not probing, but grounded. Like she was fully present in whatever moment she was in.

Like she wasn’t going anywhere.

“Uh—yeah,” Andree said, their voice catching slightly before settling. “Is it that obvious?”

A hint of a smile touched her lips.

“Only if you’re standing in the doorway like it might disappear if you move too fast.”

Andree huffed out a quiet breath—almost a laugh, though it didn’t quite reach that point.

“Fair.”

There was no judgment in her expression. No pressure to explain further.

Just space.

“I’m Brianna,” she added, straightening slightly but not losing that relaxed posture. “Welcome to Spectrum.”

Andree nodded, stepping closer to the counter. Up close, the colors were even more noticeable—not just in the space, but in the small details. The pin on Brianna’s apron. The chalkboard menu behind her, written in careful, looping script, with tiny drawings tucked between items. A jar of what looked like handwritten notes or folded slips of paper sat near the register.

“Andree,” they said after a moment.

Brianna’s expression didn’t change—no flicker of confusion, no hesitation. Just a small, acknowledging nod.

“Nice to meet you, Andree.”

It was such a simple thing.

But it landed heavier than expected.

“What can I get started for you?”

Andree glanced up at the menu, though the words blurred together slightly. Not because it was complicated—there were familiar things, lattes and teas and pastries—but because their attention kept drifting.

Back to the space.

Back to the feeling of it.

“Um...” They hesitated, then gave up on pretending to decide quickly. “What do you recommend?”

Brianna tilted her head, considering.

“That depends,” she said. “Are you here for comfort, or curiosity?”

Andree blinked.

“I... don’t know.”

“That’s okay,” Brianna said easily. “Most people don’t the first time.”

There was a pause—not awkward, just open.

“Something warm, then,” Brianna continued. “We can start there.”

Andree nodded. “Yeah. That sounds good.”

“Any allergies or preferences?”

“No.”

“Alright.”

Brianna turned, moving with an ease that suggested she’d done this a thousand times and still didn’t mind doing it again. There was no rush in her movements, but no wasted time either. She measured, poured, steamed milk—the quiet rhythm of it blending seamlessly into the café’s atmosphere.

Andree found themselves watching.

Not in a way that felt intrusive, but... drawn.

There was something about the way Brianna worked. The way she seemed rooted, present in every motion. Like she wasn’t just making a drink—she was inhabiting the moment fully.

It made Andree aware of how rarely they did the same.

“Here.”

The cup was set gently on the counter.

A soft swirl of foam curved across the surface, simple but deliberate.

“What is it?” Andree asked.

“Something warm,” Brianna repeated, a small smile returning. “Try it.”

Andree wrapped their hands around the cup. It was hot, but not too hot—just enough to seep into their skin, grounding them.

They took a sip.

For a second, they didn’t know what to say.

It wasn’t just good. It was... layered. Familiar at first—rich, comforting—but then something softer lingered beneath it. Something unexpected.

“Okay,” they said quietly. “That’s... really good.”

“I’m glad,” Brianna replied, as if she’d expected nothing less—but not in an arrogant way. Just... certain.

Andree hesitated, then added, “What is it, actually?”

“House blend with a few adjustments,” she said. “Nothing too complicated.”

It didn’t feel like the full answer.

But Andree didn’t push.

They stepped aside to let someone else order, taking their drink with them. Their eyes moved across the café again, slower this time.

There were small things they hadn’t noticed before.

A corkboard near the back filled with flyers—community events, support groups, art classes. A shelf lined with books, some worn at the edges, others newly added. A small sign near the jar on the counter that read: Take what you need. Leave what you can.

Andree found an empty seat near the window and sat down, the chair creaking softly beneath them.

Outside, the world moved the way it always did—cars passing, people walking, everything structured and predictable.

Inside, time felt... different.

Not slower, exactly.

Just softer.

They took another sip, letting the warmth settle deeper this time.

They hadn’t planned to come here.

They hadn’t planned much of anything, really. The move had been impulsive—or at least, it had felt that way to everyone else. A sudden decision, a quiet departure, a handful of boxes and no real explanation.

It had been easier not to explain.

Easier to say nothing than to try to untangle something that didn’t have clear edges.

But sitting here now, in a place that didn’t ask for explanations, Andree felt something loosen slightly in their chest.

Not gone.

Just... less tight.

“You picked a good spot.”

Andree looked up.

Brianna stood a few feet away, a cloth in hand, wiping down a nearby table. She wasn’t hovering, just passing through.

“Yeah?” Andree said.

“Best light in the morning,” she replied, nodding toward the window. “And it’s quiet enough to think. Or not think. Depending on what you need.”

Andree glanced back outside, then down at their cup.

“What if you don’t know what you need?”

Brianna shrugged lightly.

“Then you start with what you’ve got.”

It was such a simple answer.

And yet—

Andree nodded slowly. “I guess that makes sense.”

Brianna gave a small smile, then moved on, leaving Andree alone again—but not in the same way as before.

This time, the solitude didn’t feel like an absence.

It felt like space.

Andree stayed longer than they meant to.

Long enough for the light to shift slightly, casting new shades across the walls. Long enough to finish their drink, then consider getting another before deciding against it.

Long enough to notice the way Brianna moved through the café, always aware, always present—but never intrusive.

Long enough to realize they didn’t feel the urge to leave immediately.

That, more than anything, felt unfamiliar.

When they finally stood, the chair scraping softly against the floor, there was a brief hesitation.

Then they walked back to the counter.

“Hey,” they said.

Brianna looked up.

“Hey.”

Andree shifted slightly, their fingers brushing against the edge of the counter.

“I’ll probably... come back,” they said, the words feeling oddly significant.

Brianna’s expression softened, just a fraction.

“I’ll be here.”

There was no pressure in it. No expectation.

Just a quiet truth.

Andree nodded.

“Okay.”

They turned, heading toward the door. This time, they didn’t pause with their hand on the handle.

But just before stepping outside, they glanced back.

The colors were still there.

Soft. Steady. Unapologetically present.

Like they weren’t going anywhere.

Andree stepped out into the day, the warmth of the café lingering faintly in their chest.

Not gone.

Just waiting.
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Chapter 2 – First Impressions, Lasting Echoes
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Andree told themself it wasn’t intentional.

They said it while pulling on their jacket that morning, while tying their shoes, while stepping out into the cool air that still carried the faint edge of early spring. They repeated it like something factual, something grounded.

They just needed coffee.

That was all.

There were other cafés. Plenty of them. Closer ones, even. Places with simpler menus, brighter lighting, faster service. Places where no one would remember the way they’d hesitated in the doorway, or the way their voice had faltered on their own name.

Places that didn’t feel like they saw too much.

And yet—

Their feet followed the same path as yesterday.

The same turn at the corner.

The same narrowing of the street where the buildings leaned just a little closer together.

The same quiet pull that settled somewhere low in their chest as the familiar sign came into view.

Spectrum Café.

Andree slowed slightly this time—but they didn’t stop.

They reached the door, opened it, and stepped inside without pausing.

The colors greeted them again.

Soft. Layered. Steady.

The hum of conversation wrapped around them like something familiar now, something less foreign. The music had changed—something slower today, softer—but the feeling of the place remained the same.

It didn’t demand anything.

It simply let them exist.

“Back so soon?”

The voice came from behind the counter.

Andree looked up.

Brianna stood where she had been yesterday, though her posture had shifted slightly—one elbow resting on the counter, a pen tucked behind her ear this time. There was something different in her expression, too. Not surprise, exactly.

Recognition.

Andree felt it land somewhere they weren’t expecting.

“Yeah,” they said, stepping forward. “I, uh—needed more... warm things.”

Brianna’s mouth curved faintly at that.

“Good reason.”

There was a beat.

Not awkward.

But not entirely effortless either.

It lingered just long enough to be noticeable—like both of them were aware of something unspoken and hadn’t decided yet what to do with it.

“The usual?” Brianna asked.

Andree blinked.

“I don’t have a usual.”

“Not yet,” Brianna said. “But you came back.”

Something in the way she said it—not pointed, not teasing, just... observant—made Andree’s chest tighten slightly.

“Is that how it works?” they asked, a hint of something softer threading through their voice. “One visit and I’m predictable?”

Brianna shrugged lightly, though her eyes held steady.

“Patterns start somewhere.”

Andree huffed a quiet breath, looking down at the counter for a second before meeting her gaze again.

“Okay,” they said. “Then yeah. The usual.”

“Warm,” Brianna clarified.

“Definitely warm.”

She nodded once, like the answer had already been decided before the question was asked, and turned toward the espresso machine.

Andree stepped aside again, but this time the movement felt easier. Less like retreat, more like... habit forming.

They leaned lightly against the wall near the counter, letting their eyes move
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