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Another damn puddle. Tom Reed watched his expensive leather shoe vanish into muddy water and figured this Monday was out to get him. The sky wasn’t just raining—it was having a full-blown meltdown, and his two-thousand-dollar suit was bearing the brunt of it.

He could see the Sterling & Worth building from here. The glass spire seemed to laugh at him through the downpour. David would be pacing circles by now, checking his watch every thirty seconds. “The Parker account waits for no one, Reed.” Tom could practically hear that smug, know-it-all voice.

That’s when he spotted it—a doorway. Not just any doorway, either. Warm light streamed through the glass, and through the sheets of rain he made out the sign: “The Café at Cherry Lane.” Shelter.

The bell over the door chimed with a little too much cheer for his mood. Inside, everything felt different. The air was thick with coffee and maybe cinnamon, and for a second the rain faded, just background noise instead of the whole story.

“You look like a drowned cat.”

The voice came from behind the counter. A woman with red hair piled on her head was wiping down the espresso machine, flour smudge on her cheek.

“Just coffee,” Tom snapped. “Black. To go.”

She just raised an eyebrow. “To-go cups always leak. Sit down. I’ll bring it to you.”

“I don’t have time to sit.”

“Nobody has time until they’re sitting,” she said, already reaching for the grinder. “I’m Mary.”

He almost didn’t bother responding. “Tom.”

While she worked, he half-heartedly checked his phone, but ended up watching her instead. Something about the way she moved—so steady, every motion smooth and practiced. She didn’t just make coffee; she had a whole ritual going on.

She brought over the coffee with a cookie on the saucer. “On the house,” she said before he could protest. “You look like you need it.”

The coffee was miles better than anything he’d had in months. Deep, rich, not that burnt office stuff he’d grown used to. He took another sip, then another, and realized his shoulders had been jammed up around his ears until now.

Rain kept drumming on the windows. Inside, Tom sat at a little wooden table, drinking coffee that actually tasted like coffee. And for the first time all morning, he wasn’t thinking about David, or the presentation, or his shoes ruined by the weather.

He was just a guy in a café, watching the rain roll down the window, and—somehow—that felt like the only thing that mattered right now.

Tom’s phone buzzed again, rattling across the wooden table like some pissed-off bug. David. The name popped up, sharp and insistent. He just watched it ring, let it slide into voicemail. That old knot of anxiety twisted in his gut. Then, almost by instinct, he did something strange—he turned the phone over, face-down.

The quiet that followed hit him hard.

He took another sip of his coffee. It was actually good—dark, a little chocolatey, something nutty too. He caught himself really tasting it for once, not just gulping it down to get through the day. When had he last noticed little things like that?

He looked over at the counter. Mary was there, stacking mugs, moving with this easy confidence, humming along with the jazz playing overhead. She glanced his way, gave him a small, relaxed smile, then went right back to her routine. Nothing awkward about it. Just a smile.

Then he spotted the drip tray under the espresso machine. Spotless. It shone under the warm lights. Weird, but that little thing stuck with him. The chain coffee shop near his office always felt grubby, like nobody bothered. Here, even the drip tray got attention. The whole place had that vibe—clean, but not in-your-face about it. Lived-in, cared for.

His eyes wandered. A few people scattered around—a woman with a pile of books and a pot of tea, an intense-looking guy typing away with headphones on. Everyone in their own zone, but together in the same calm. It was like the room had agreed to just, well, exist for a while.

Mary came back with a little carafe of water. “Top you up?”

“I, uh... I should really be going,” Tom said, though he didn’t even try to move.

Mary shrugged. “Rain’s not letting up.” Just stating the obvious, no apology. She poured the water anyway. “Suit yourself. Refills are free.”

She left, and suddenly, his thoughts weren’t so loud anymore. The frantic ticker tape of his morning—late, presentation, David, screwing up—had faded to background noise. He picked up the cookie and took a bite. It was rich, buttery, melted right away.

He stared out the window. Outside, everything was still gray and rushing. But in here, in this little bubble of warmth, with jazz humming and someone wiping down an already-clean counter, Tom Reed realized he felt something he hadn’t in ages.

Peace. And honestly, that scared him more than anything.

Because the storm wasn’t the real problem. What scared him was how much he didn’t want to leave.

Walking to the office felt like turning my back on something good. Every step away from the café was a step back into that harsh, noisy world I thought I knew. The city, which used to press down on me with all its weight, now just seemed cheap. Like someone tried to copy real warmth and failed.

I pushed through the bright glass doors of Sterling & Worth. Inside, everything was polished and cold—marble floors, shiny chrome, people hurrying past with the click of heels. The air smelled like cleaning spray and ambition. Once, that scent made me feel alive. Now, it just made me tired.

The elevator doors opened on my floor, and there was David, leaning against a cubicle wall, waiting like he owned the place. He held a cardboard coffee cup, tapping his thumb against it like he’d been standing there forever.

“There you are. I was about to send a search party.” His eyes flicked over my rain-soaked suit, then away. “Parker rescheduled. The rain screwed everyone. You lucked out.” He sipped his coffee, eyeing me. “So, where’d you hide from the monsoon? Bus shelter?”

“A café,” I said. My voice barely made it out. I started to move past him toward my desk.

“A café?” David kept pace, circling like he smelled blood. “You get yourself one of those pumpkin spice lattes? Did they spell your name right on the cup?”

I didn’t answer. My desk waited—gray, perfectly organized, totally lifeless. The computer hummed, screen flashing with missed emails. But I didn’t look at it. My eyes went straight to the newspaper in the corner, still sealed in plastic. It showed up every morning, and every morning, I tossed it in the recycling without reading a word. Who had time anymore?

“Reed. You with me?” David’s voice snapped me back. “I need the Q3 projections on my desk before the strategy call. Don’t get lost in the sports section.”

I looked at him, then back down at the paper. Through the plastic, I could just make out the blurry face of some politician and a headline screaming about another crisis I was supposed to care about.

“Yeah,” I said. “The projections. I’m on it.”

David walked away, satisfied. But I didn’t reach for my mouse. My hand found the newspaper instead, just feeling the plastic, not opening it, just pressing at the edge.

My mind was still in the café. The soft jazz, the clean drip tray, the way Mary smiled—not at a customer, but at me.

This office used to be everything. Now it just felt foreign. Cold. And as I hooked my finger under the plastic seal, I knew—really knew—opening that newspaper suddenly mattered more than any projection ever could.

The afternoon just crawled by. Gray outside, gray on the screen, and Tom lost in a haze of spreadsheets and endless calls. His hands kept moving, typing, shooting off emails, but honestly, his brain had checked out hours ago. The numbers blurred. What felt real? The memory of coffee, steam curling up to his face—yeah, that.

Midway through a mind-numbing budget review, Tom’s thoughts drifted to that coffee cup. Plain white, nothing fancy. But his name—Tom—written with a little extra on the 'T,' almost like someone cared. Mary had written it. Weird how something so small could stick. David’s voice cut through the office, snapping him back. When David said his name, it landed like an order. When Mary wrote it, it felt more like an open door.

Tom glanced at the newspaper sitting on his desk, still wrapped in plastic. Lately, it felt less like news and more like
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