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Beginning
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The afternoon was settling over La Rinconá de Masipedro, a place of dense vegetation where mystery lives and the supernatural lingers in the air. There, in that countryside of Bonao, the creek that wound its way through the property of Santiago Rodolfo Asunción cut across the land before emptying into the Masipedro River. The water flowed slowly through his 1,500 acres, with a heavy stillness, as if time itself had stopped to witness the end of an era.

The mango and orange trees were heavy with fruit. Their sweet aroma mingled with the scent of damp earth rising from the creek banks. Everything seemed the same as always... except for the body.

Claudio Núñez, the nearest neighbor, found Santiago lying face down in the yard, just ten meters from the wooden house with its zinc roof. He had recently turned seventy-nine and still carried the straight posture of a man who had enlisted in the Navy at seventeen. The only son of Lumina del Llano and Santo Pérez Rodríguez, he had inherited those lands along with the weight of a lifetime.

Claudio knelt and touched his neck. He was cold. Far too cold for that time of day.

“Santiago...” he murmured, though he already knew there would be no answer.

Taking the keys in his hand, he opened the door. Claudio was the man in whom Santiago had placed all his trust, a bond forged through so many years together; though they did not share the same blood, Claudio was Santiago’s brother in every way that mattered. That was how they respected one another, and why he held the keys to all of Santiago’s properties.

When he opened the door, the interior was dim despite the daylight outside.

And then he saw her.

Seated on a wooden chair beside the window was a young woman. She appeared no older than twenty-five. She wore a long, simple dress made of dark fabric that covered her legs completely, leaving her feet unseen. Her hands rested motionless on her lap.

“Miss...” Claudio called, the tension of the moment evident on his face and confusion stirring within him at seeing her so calm, knowing that Santiago lay dead in the yard. “Santiago is dead. I found him outside.”

The young woman slowly raised her gaze. Her eyes were large, dark, and distant. She showed no surprise, shed no tears, and asked no questions.

“Are you listening to me?” Claudio insisted, stepping closer. “The man is dead. We need to notify someone.”

She tilted her head slightly, as though trying to process the sound of his words. Then she turned her gaze back to the window, toward the fruit trees fading into the twilight.

A chill ran through Claudio, one that had nothing to do with the breeze coming from the creek.

In all the years he had lived next door, he had never seen that young woman before. No one had ever known Santiago to have family, a wife, or children.

“He never married,” people in the area always said. “He’s a man who lives alone.”

So then... who was she?

And above all... why did she seem completely unmoved by the fact that the owner of all that land lay dead only a few meters away?
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The Wake
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The news spread through Masipedro before the afternoon had fully faded: Santiago Rodolfo Asunción was dead. For many, it was difficult to imagine those lands without him, for he had been a constant presence among the dirt roads, the fruit trees, and the creek that crossed the property before disappearing toward the Masipedro River.

Claudio Núñez was the one who took care of everything. He notified the neighbors, found the men who would help with the body, had the coffee prepared, arranged the chairs, and made the necessary calls. Someone had to do it, and since Santiago was gone, that responsibility naturally fell to him.

Meanwhile, the young woman remained inside the house, sitting quietly and watching. People came and went before her; some spoke to her, others asked questions, but she barely responded. Sometimes she raised her gaze, sometimes she tilted her head, and other times she seemed not to understand what was being said to her at all. The women of the area exchanged discreet glances among themselves.

“Poor thing,” one of them whispered. “She must be in shock.”

“That’s normal,” another replied. “Losing a father isn’t easy.”

Claudio, however, was not so sure. There was something strange about the young woman; she did not seem sad, yet neither did she appear indifferent. It was as though she were watching something that no one else in that room could see.

On the second night of the wake, Claudio decided to ask her directly. He approached slowly and took a seat in front of her.

“Miss...” She raised her eyes.

“Are you Santiago’s daughter?”

The young woman remained motionless. Claudio waited, holding his breath.

“Are you Anni? The daughter he once told me about?”

Several seconds of heavy silence passed. Finally, the young woman tilted her head. It was a small, slow movement, so ambiguous that it could have meant anything, but for Claudio it was enough. He felt a piece fall into place within the puzzle.

“I understand now,” he murmured.

From that night on, he began introducing her to everyone in the same way: Santiago’s daughter, the heir to the estate. No one questioned that version of events; in fact, it seemed the most reasonable explanation to the neighbors.

The days continued with prayers, visitors, and memories. People spoke of Santiago, of his years in the Navy, of harvests and older times, until little by little grief gave way to routine.

When the nine days were over, the cycle came to an end. After the final prayer, the neighbors returned to their homes, the chairs were taken away, the coffee cups disappeared, and the conversations faded until silence once again claimed the estate.

The house was left alone, or at least that was how it seemed.

For behind one of the windows, watching the darkness advance over the trees, Anni remained motionless.

The property was still inhabited, and somewhere beyond the fruit trees, where the dense woods began, something was watching as well.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Going Back in Time
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To understand how this story truly began, we must leave the lands of Masipedro for a moment. We must step away from the estate of Santiago Rodolfo Asunción, the trail of the silent young woman, the prayers of the wake, and the unanswered questions, and travel back many years to a time when fate had not yet woven its threads.

Our destination now is the Santa Rosa neighborhood. There, life began early and ended late; the streets awoke to the unmistakable sound of motorcycle engines, the clatter of metal shutters rising from the local grocery stores, and the murmur of neighbors whose conversations seemed endless. Santa Rosa was a neighborhood of hardworking people, of men and women who learned from an early age that the future would not come on its own; they had to go out and find it.

The houses stood side by side as if supporting one another against the hardships of time. Some were modest, while others proudly displayed the improvements that years of sacrifice had made possible. On the front porches, there was always someone watching the street: a mother keeping an eye on her children, an elderly man rocking in his chair, or a neighbor discussing the news of the day. Life flowed constantly among children playing on the sidewalks, street vendors announcing their goods, and the endless coming and going of motorcycles competing with the noise of every corner.

Amid all that activity lived a young woman named Sara. She was not someone of great means, nor was she accustomed to receiving help; she had learned to rely entirely on herself, to rise before the sun, and to keep moving forward even when circumstances seemed determined to make her journey harder.

Every morning before dawn, before the neighborhood had fully awakened, Sara was already preparing the ginger. Its aroma drifted through the street as Santa Rosa slowly welcomed a new day. The routine was simple, but to her it represented far more than work: it was survival, it was dignity, and above all, it was the unwavering decision never to give up.
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The Ginger Stand

[image: ]


The early morning darkness still covered the Santa Rosa neighborhood when Sara opened the door of her house. The air was heavy with moisture from the rain the night before, and puddles on the ground reflected the yellow glow of the streetlights while the distant crowing of a rooster blended with the occasional sound of a motorcycle passing through the streets. Most of the houses remained dark, but not hers; Sara was always the first to wake.

After washing her face and tying her hair back into a simple ponytail, she stepped outside carrying the plastic table she used every morning. She set up the toaster, arranged the cups, and began preparing the hot chocolate. At the same time, she put the ginger on to boil. Before long, the familiar aroma spread through the street. For many neighbors, the day did not truly begin until they stopped by Sara’s stand and drank a cup of hot ginger before heading to work.

The first customers arrived shortly afterward: a motorcycle taxi driver who never seemed to have enough time, a woman who sold breakfast near the market, and two laborers walking toward a construction site. The conversations were brief, little more than greetings, quick bits of news, or complaints about the weather. Sara served the ginger with her usual focus. That small table represented far more than an income; it was her independence, her resilience, and above all, her opportunity to keep moving forward.

However, the rain had left the ground treacherous. While moving a pot of water, one of her feet lost its footing. Everything happened in the blink of an eye. She slipped, and her knee struck the ground hard while part of the water spilled into the puddles.

“Ow, God...” she muttered through clenched teeth as pain shot up her leg.

For several seconds she remained motionless, feeling a weariness that went far beyond the physical, a fatigue she rarely allowed herself to acknowledge. But she got back up. As always. She grabbed a napkin, wiped away the blood, straightened everything out, and, refusing to let the pain defeat her, continued working.

That was when she saw Adrián approaching.

He walked through the damp morning air with his coveralls partially unzipped and work boots marked by labor. He never seemed to be in a hurry. When he reached the table, his eyes settled on Sara’s injured knee.

“What happened to you?” he asked.

“Nothing serious.”

“That’s what everyone says right after they’ve fallen.”

Sara smiled, almost despite herself.

“The ground decided to declare war on me.”

“And from the looks of it, it won the first round,” Adrián replied with a brief laugh.

“For now,” she admitted.

He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and, with complete ease and not a trace of dramatics, bent down to wipe away the remaining mud still staining Sara’s leg.

“Thank you,” she said softly.

“You’re welcome.”

“Ginger?”

“Always.”

“Are you going to pay today?”

“Don’t ruin the moment with difficult questions,” he joked.

Sara found herself smiling again, a genuine smile, the kind that appeared only rarely. Adrián took his ginger and sat nearby, watching as the neighborhood gradually came to life. The noise of motorcycle engines grew louder, doors began opening, and voices started filling the air.

Santa Rosa was beginning a new day, and neither of them could imagine that life was preparing changes far greater than anything they had ever suspected.
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A Rainy Night
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That night, the rain showed no mercy. Since early evening, clouds had covered Bonao, and by nine o’clock, the water was still drumming against the zinc roofs with an almost hypnotic persistence. Sara had closed her stand hours earlier; there was no point in waiting for customers under such a downpour. Now she sat beside her mother’s bed, listening as the tapping of rain on metal blended with Doña Ramona’s weary breathing.

The elderly woman had spent years battling respiratory problems. Some days she felt better, but on others she barely had the strength to sit up, and that night undoubtedly belonged to the latter.

“How are you feeling?” Sara asked, softening her voice.

“Like an old bus climbing a hill,” the woman replied, managing to draw a smile from her daughter.

“Then I suppose you're still running.”

“Barely.”

They both laughed quietly, but a firm knock at the door interrupted the moment. Sara frowned in surprise. Who would visit someone at that hour and in weather like that?

When she opened the door, she found Adrián standing there. He was soaked from head to toe. In one hand he carried a grocery bag, and in the other, a small portable cooler.

“You’re crazy,” Sara said the moment she saw him.

“That’s what people tell me,” he replied casually.

“Look at you. You're going to get sick.”

“Rain doesn’t melt people.”

Adrián stepped inside, shaking water from his arms, and proudly lifted the bag.

“I brought you something.”

“What is it?”

“Chicken soup. My aunt made too much. I told her your mother hasn’t been doing so well lately, and she practically forced me to bring it.”

“She forced you?” Sara asked with amusement.

“Well... she suggested it. Several times.”

Sara let out a laugh that echoed through the small room. Adrián opened the bag, and the warm aroma of the soup quickly filled the house. From her bed, Doña Ramona lifted her head curiously.

“What’s that smell?”

“Real food, ma’am,” Adrián answered.

The elderly woman smiled, and a few minutes later she was enjoying the soup one slow spoonful at a time. It was no miracle cure, but the warmth seemed to restore a little of her energy and spirit.

Meanwhile, Adrián opened the cooler.

“And for the lady...” he said, pulling out an ice cream.

Then another.

“And for the lady’s daughter.”

Doña Ramona’s eyes lit up.

“It’s been years since I had one of those.”

“Then it was about time.”

For quite a while, the three of them sat talking together. Outside, the rain continued to fall, and water still dripped through a corner of the roof, but for a few moments, the problems seemed to remain outside the house. Doña Ramona enjoyed her ice cream, Sara smiled more than usual, and Adrián told exaggerated stories about work that made them both laugh.

When the time came for him to leave, the elderly woman looked at him from her bed with affection.

“Son...” she called.

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Don’t let this girl work so hard.”

Adrián looked at Sara, and she returned his gaze in a silence filled with meaning.

“I’ll try,” he replied.

That night, after Adrián left and headed back into the storm, something lingered within the little house. It was not the aroma of the soup or the scent of ginger. It was a strange and comforting feeling: the certainty that even on the hardest days, life was still capable of giving moments that made everything worthwhile.
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Sara and the Aroma of Cinnamon
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Sara could not remember exactly when she had started adding cinnamon to her coffee. Perhaps it had been a suggestion from her mother years ago, or maybe she had tried it one morning out of pure curiosity and fallen in love with the result. The only thing she knew for certain was that, from then on, she could not prepare it any other way. Cinnamon had become a personal signature, a fundamental part of her routine and, in some way, of her own identity.

Every morning before dawn, when the coffee pot began to heat up, the spicy aroma drifted through the street even before the first neighbors stepped out of their homes. Some customers claimed they could recognize Sara’s stand with their eyes closed; others insisted that the scent awakened the spirit more effectively than the caffeine itself. She would simply smile, preparing each batch with the skill that only years of practice can bring, without exact measurements or written recipes, guided solely by instinct.

As the coffee brewed, she watched Santa Rosa come alive for another day: the metal shutters of the local stores rattling open, the hum of motorcycle engines, and the constant movement of a neighborhood that never seemed to stop.

The scent of cinnamon always brought back memories: mornings from her childhood, the image of her mother moving around the kitchen, and the certainty that even on the bitterest days, there were always small reasons to keep going.

One particularly quiet morning, as she stirred the coffee, a specific memory returned all at once: herself at eight years old, sitting in a chair far too large for her, watching Doña Ramona cook.

“Why do you add cinnamon?” the little girl had asked.

Her mother smiled without stopping her stirring.

“Because even bitter things need something good, my love.”

Sara never forgot that lesson. With time, she came to understand that her mother had not been talking only about coffee.

That morning, although the stand specialized in ginger tea, hot chocolate, and toast, the numbers did not lie: most of her customers still came looking for the coffee she made, and everything was operating with its usual rhythm. Yet someone was missing: Adrián.

Sara tried to ignore his absence, focusing on serving customers, collecting payments, and washing cups, but she caught herself glancing at the clock more times than she was willing to admit.

Why should it matter whether he showed up or not?

He was only a customer, she told herself repeatedly.

But when noon arrived and the spot where he usually sat remained empty, she felt an uneasiness that was difficult to hide.

By late afternoon, while puddles from the previous night’s rain still dotted the ground in front of the stand, she heard footsteps.

She looked up.

There was Adrián, walking slowly, his clothes stained with grease, his hair disheveled, and a small cut above his eyebrow.

“What happened to you?” she asked, unable to hide the urgency in her voice.

“Nothing serious.”

“That looks like blood, Adrián.”

“Because it is blood,” he replied matter-of-factly.

Sara crossed her arms firmly.

“You don’t look fine.”

Adrián let out a small laugh that ended in a wince of pain.

“The hydraulic jack at the shop decided to declare war on me.”

“And did it win?”

“A technical draw.”

She shook her head and pointed to the chair across from the table.

“Sit down.”

“I was planning to, even if you hadn’t asked.”

Sara prepared a cup of black coffee, hot and rich with cinnamon. She handed it to him without a word.

Adrián wrapped his hands around the cup and took a long sip, closing his eyes for several seconds.

“I needed this,” he sighed.

“It’s coffee, not magic, Adrián.”

“I’m not so sure. Whenever I smell this, I feel like the day gets a little better.”

Sara lowered her gaze to hide a smile rising from deep within her chest.

“Then the blow really did affect your head.”

“Maybe,” he admitted, taking another sip. “Your coffee has something unusual about it.”

“Unusual in a good way or a bad way?”

“A good way,” he replied after a pause. “It reminds me that there are still things worth living for.”

Sara’s exhaustion vanished.

She did not answer; she did not need to.

When Adrián finished his coffee and left, the neighborhood was already beginning to darken. Sara packed away the last things from the stand. Then she remained there for a few seconds, looking out at the empty street.

The aroma of cinnamon still lingered in the air.

And although all her problems remained exactly where she had left them that morning, something inside her felt different—lighter, warmer, like a cup of coffee shared at exactly the right moment.
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The Man in the Coveralls
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Adrián did not come from a wealthy family. He had no inherited land, no family business, and no last name that opened doors for him. Everything he had achieved came through hard work. His life was simple: he lived in a small rented room in Santa Rosa, where a fan that constantly protested against the heat and a refrigerator that spent more time empty than he cared to admit were his only real possessions.

But he never complained.

Every morning without fail, he slipped into his old blue coveralls and walked to the workshop.

Well, "workshop" was a generous way of describing it. In reality, it was a makeshift structure of zinc sheets and wood built on a borrowed lot, where he repaired small engines, blenders, fans, bicycles, and any object that someone, against all odds, still believed could be saved.

Adrián had earned a reputation for fixing things that others had given up on.

Sometimes that reputation was deserved.

Other times, he was simply too stubborn to quit.

That morning, he was bent over a disassembled fan when Doña Mercedes appeared carrying a blender wrapped in a plastic bag.

“Adrián, see if this thing can be fixed,” she said.

“Leave it there,” he replied without looking up.

“It won’t turn on.”

“I already figured that much.”

The woman laughed.

“And how much are you going to charge me?”

“First let me see what’s wrong with it.”

“I don’t have much money, son.”

“First let me look at it,” he repeated patiently.

Adrián picked up a screwdriver and began removing the screws from the base. Carefully, he removed the casing and examined the motor until he found a wire that had come loose from vibration. With a precise movement, he reconnected it and secured the connection.

Before closing the appliance, he plugged it in and pressed the button.

The blender immediately roared to life.

He closed the base and placed it on the table.

“Done,” he announced.

Doña Mercedes looked at the blender, then at him, surprised by the speed of the repair.

“That’s it? Already? That fast?”

Adrián laughed as he wiped the grease from his hands.

“I just didn’t want it getting late, Doña. Sometimes problems are simpler than they look.”

“Boy, you’re something else,” she said, laughing as she searched her purse for a few pesos. “I thought I was going to have to buy a new one.”

Work was never abundant, but it was never completely absent either; just enough to survive and keep moving forward.

Around noon, a young boy arrived pushing a bicycle. The chain hung loose, one pedal was broken, and the rear tire, completely flat, seemed to have lost all hope of ever rolling again.

“Are you Adrián?” the boy asked.

“Depends.”

“My mom said to come see you.”

“Then yes.”

The boy pushed the bicycle forward timidly.

“My dad says it’s beyond repair.”

Adrián examined it silently, pressing the tire with his thumb.

“The rear tire has a nail stuck in it. That’s why it lost all its air.”

“Can it be fixed?” the boy asked.

Adrián picked up a wrench and smiled.

“What do you think?”

“I think it can.”

“Then let’s listen to the owner.”

With practiced skill, Adrián removed the rear wheel, pulled out the nail embedded in the tire, and took out the inner tube. After locating the small puncture, he sanded the area, applied adhesive, and firmly placed a patch over it, making sure the seal was secure before remounting the tire.

He did not stop there.

He tightened the loose chain and secured the wobbly pedal as well.

He spent nearly an hour working on it.

When he finished, the bicycle was not new, but the tire held air and the wheels turned once more.

For the boy, that was more than enough.

“Go easy on the brakes,” Adrián warned before the child rode off. “And don’t race downhill.”

“I can’t promise that,” the boy replied with a grin, speeding away as the tires bounced against the road.

From her coffee stand, Sara had watched the entire scene.

It was not the first time, nor would it be the last.

She had noticed that Adrián had a peculiar habit: he always found time to help people, even when it was inconvenient or when he barely had enough for himself.

That afternoon, when business slowed down, he walked over to the stand and sat on his usual concrete block.

Sara handed him a coffee without him having to ask.

“Busy day?” she asked.

“The usual.”

“I saw what you did with the bicycle.”

“The kid was worried.”

“You spent almost an hour on it,” Sara pointed out.

Adrián took a sip and shrugged.

“Some things are worth more than an hour.”

Sara studied him carefully.

“You do that a lot. Helping people.”

“Someone helps me when I need it.”

“Who?”

Adrián thought for a moment before raising his cup.

“For example, you.”

Sara lowered her eyes, hiding a smile.

“I only sell you coffee.”

“And you let me pay later when I’m short.”

“That’s different.”

“Not by much.”

For a few moments, a comfortable silence settled between them while the neighborhood carried on with its usual rhythm: motorcycles passed by, neighbors chatted, and life, stubborn as ever, continued.

“You know something?” Sara finally said.

“Tell me.”

“I think you’re a better person than you pretend to be.”

Adrián let out a dry laugh.

“That’s because I don’t pretend to be much.”

“Maybe.”

“Or maybe it’s because you look at me with kind eyes.”

Adrián smiled in a way Sara was not used to seeing, and for the first time, she could not find an immediate reply.

That afternoon, the coffee seemed to taste a little better, though neither of them dared to say why.
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Borrowed Heat
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The day in Santa Rosa began beneath a sun that felt older than memory and heavier than usual. Heat settled over the neighborhood like an invisible inheritance, pressing against rooftops, walls, and skin alike. The air seemed unwilling to move. It hung motionless between the houses, as though burdened by a secret too ancient to speak aloud.

There was something strange about heat, Adrián often thought.

No one truly owned it.

The warmth that filled a body came from a distant star burning millions of miles away. Every comfort people enjoyed—the ripening of fruit, the growth of crops, the simple ability to wake beneath a bright sky—was borrowed from a fire they could neither touch nor control.

Perhaps life itself was no different.

Around noon, the ordinary rhythm of Santa Rosa shattered beneath the roar of six racing motorcycles...

[...]

The young man pulled a thick bundle of cash from his backpack and threw it against Adrián’s chest.

“Fifty thousand. I don’t ask for favors. I pay for work.”

The motorcycles disappeared in a cloud of dust and noise, leaving silence behind.

Adrián looked down at the money in his hand.

The bills felt warm from the other man's grip.

Borrowed heat.

Wealth was strange. People spent their lives chasing it, fighting for it, measuring themselves by it. Yet every peso changed hands eventually. No one carried it beyond the grave. Ownership was often little more than a temporary agreement between time and illusion.

He slipped the money into his pocket.

For reasons he could not explain, it felt heavier than paper should.

[...]

As evening approached, the sunlight softened into gold.

Sara closed her stand earlier than usual.

Not because she was tired.

Not because business had been slow.

Something beneath the surface of the day felt wrong.

As she stored the last cups and pushed the table against the wooden wall, her gaze drifted toward Adrián’s workshop across the street.

The blue canopy remained open.

The hanging light still illuminated the abandoned tools.

But Adrián was nowhere to be seen.

A strange uneasiness settled inside her.

The neighborhood gradually emptied. Plastic chairs disappeared from porches. Radios fell silent. Motorcycle engines faded into the distance.

Yet the silence offered no comfort.

Sara found herself staring toward the workshop again and again.

Waiting.

Listening.

Expecting.

She could not explain why.

Perhaps because everything felt borrowed that evening.

The fading sunlight.

The peace of the neighborhood.

The certainty that tomorrow would arrive exactly as today had.

Human beings spent their lives believing that permanence existed. They built homes, made promises, planted roots, and convinced themselves that the world beneath their feet was stable.

Yet history had always taught the same lesson.

Nothing remained forever.

Every blessing was borrowed.

Every season was borrowed.

Every life was borrowed.

Even warmth itself belonged to another fire.

A chill ran through Sara despite the lingering heat.

She locked the door to her stand and stood for a moment longer in the empty street.

Something was wrong.

The air moved more slowly than it should have, as if the neighborhood itself were holding its breath.

As if Santa Rosa knew a truth that its people did not.

And somewhere beyond the quiet streets, beyond the last traces of daylight, something unseen was already drawing closer.
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The Habit of Finding Each Other
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Without realizing it, Sara and Adrián had fallen into a habit.

Not the dull kind that grows out of routine, but the kind that forms quietly, without permission, until one day it feels as natural as breathing.

Every morning, Adrián appeared at the coffee stand. Sometimes early, sometimes long after the day had begun, but he always came.

And Sara, as though obeying a law older than either of them, always had a cup waiting before he could ask for it.

Neither of them spoke about it.

It simply happened.

Like sunrise.

Like rain.

Like all the important things in life.

“You’re late,” Sara said one morning without looking up from the coffee maker.

“Were you keeping track of time for me?” he asked, leaning against the counter.

“Don't flatter yourself.”

A grin spread across Adrián’s face.

“Then you were keeping track of time.”

Sara rolled her eyes as she handed him his coffee, though she failed to hide the smile that came to her more easily these days.

The neighbors noticed.

People in Santa Rosa noticed everything.

“That young man comes by here too often,” an older woman remarked while buying bread.

“He likes the coffee,” Sara replied with practiced indifference.

“Of course he does,” the woman said, wearing the kind of smile that carried more certainty than words.

Sara said nothing.

The brightness in her eyes betrayed her anyway.

Days passed between rising coffee steam, the noise of the workshop, and conversations that slowly became more personal.

Not through grand confessions.

Through details.

The things people reveal only when they stop guarding themselves.

One afternoon, Adrián arrived with a shallow cut across his hand caused by a sharp piece of metal.

“Let me see that,” Sara ordered, setting aside the cloth she had been using.

“It’s nothing.”

“That’s what every man says before he faints.”

“I’ve never fainted.”

“Yet,” she replied.

She took his hand and began cleaning the wound with alcohol.

Adrián winced.

“How kind are you planning to be today?”

Sara ignored him.

She wrapped the bandage with careful precision, though her pulse betrayed a nervousness she would never admit aloud.

For a few seconds, they remained too close.

Close enough to hear each other's breathing.

Close enough to notice the silence.

It was not an uncomfortable silence.

It was something else.

Something waiting.

Something that had not yet found a name.

A distant car horn finally broke the moment, forcing them apart as though they had been caught doing something forbidden.

That night, Sara found herself smiling while washing cups.

The realization startled her.

It had been so long since she had smiled when no one was watching that the feeling seemed almost unfamiliar.

A few days later, a young woman from the capital arrived to visit relatives in the neighborhood.

She wore designer clothes, expensive perfume, and carried the sort of phone that announced its price before anyone asked.

The woman stopped by the workshop and spent a long time talking with Adrián.

From her stand, Sara watched the conversation longer than necessary.

Far longer.

When the visitor finally left, Adrián walked over as he always did.

“Your friend left,” Sara said while drying a glass with more force than required.

“My friend?”

“The girl from the capital.”

Adrián studied her face.

“She’s not my friend.”

A slow smile appeared.

“Are you jealous?”

Sara nearly dropped the glass.

“Not even in your best dreams.”

“Good.”

“Why?”

“Because I would have been worried.”

He looked entirely too pleased with himself.

Sara searched for a response and found none.

The silence that followed belonged to Adrián.

A quiet victory.

Days turned into weeks.

Weeks turned into something neither of them could ignore.

The habit of finding each other.

It had become as much a part of their lives as the neighborhood itself.

Then one morning, Adrián did not appear.

An hour passed.

Then another.

The concrete block where he usually sat remained empty.

Sara worked, served customers, washed cups, and counted change.

Yet every few minutes she found herself looking toward the street.

Waiting.

Listening.

Expecting.

By midday, she was irritated with herself.

By afternoon, she had stopped pretending she wasn't concerned.

When Adrián finally appeared, he was carrying an exhaust pipe over one shoulder.

Sweat soaked his shirt.

His face showed the exhaustion of a long day's work.

And he seemed completely unaware of the relief his arrival brought.

He dropped the part beside the workshop and walked over.

“Good morning,” he said.

“Good morning.”

She hesitated.

Then added,

“I saved you some coffee.”

“Of course you did.”

Sara handed him the cup.

Adrián took a long sip, savoring the warmth spreading through his body.

“It’s good.”

“It’s always good.”

“That’s true.”

Their eyes met.

Only for a few seconds.

Long enough.

There were things neither of them was ready to say.

Feelings still hidden beneath ordinary words.

Truths waiting patiently beneath laughter, coffee, and routine.

But both of them were beginning to understand.

And for now, in the quiet heart of Santa Rosa, that was enough.
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The Morning You Didn't Come
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Sara woke up late that morning.

As she arranged the bread on the table and glanced outside, she realized it was already seven-ten. At seven-fifteen she looked toward the street again, and five minutes later, before serving her first cup of coffee, her eyes instinctively searched in the same direction.

That was when she realized she was waiting for someone.

The conclusion bothered her more than she cared to admit.

Sara was not the kind of person who waited for people. Life had taught her too early that those who wait often end up disappointed.

She tried to focus on her routine. She brewed coffee, served customers, and kept herself busy. Yet every few minutes her gaze drifted back to the corner where Adrián appeared every day.

At eight o’clock, the empty street felt unusual.

By nine, a sharp worry had begun tightening inside her chest.

By ten, she forced herself to stop thinking about it.

“Is something wrong?” a customer asked while paying. “You look like your mind is somewhere else.”

“I’m right here,” Sara replied curtly.

The woman smiled skeptically before leaving.

Once she was alone again, Sara looked back at the deserted street and admitted a truth she did not like.

She missed seeing him.

She missed his quiet presence.

The brief conversations before the neighborhood disappeared into the rush of the day.

On the other side of Santa Rosa, Adrián had both hands buried inside the engine of a scooter.

He had been fighting with the machine for hours. Sweat soaked his shirt. Grease covered his arms. A small cut marked his forehead.

“Come on,” he muttered. “Start already.”

The owner needed the scooter repaired.

And Adrián needed the money.

Resting on a makeshift table nearby was a bag of medicine he had purchased for Doña Laura’s son, a boy who had been sick for days.

It was not his responsibility.

But Adrián had never learned how to stand aside when someone needed help.

He checked the time and sighed.

He was running far too late.

For a brief moment, his thoughts drifted to the stand.

To cinnamon coffee.

To a routine that had somehow become the anchor of his mornings.

A smile appeared before he realized it.

Then he returned to work with renewed determination.

Near noon, the engine finally roared to life.

Adrián laughed with relief.

He charged only what was fair, cleaned his hands as best he could, and headed toward the stand.

As he turned the corner, he saw Sara.

She was putting a few things away and, although she tried to maintain her composure, her expression changed the moment she saw him approaching, as though a burden had suddenly been lifted from her shoulders.

“You’re late,” she said.

The seriousness in her voice failed to conceal her relief.

“A little,” he replied.

“A lot, actually.”

“I know.”

Sara crossed her arms, trying to regain control.

“I thought something had happened to you.”

Adrián raised an eyebrow.

“Were you worried?”

“Don’t flatter yourself.”

His smile widened.

“Too late.”

Sara shook her head, surrendering to the smile threatening to escape.

“Sit down.”

“That, I can do.”

Adrián sat while she poured a steaming cup of coffee.

The scent of cinnamon rose with the vapor, settling softly around them.

He wrapped both hands around the cup, took a slow sip, and closed his eyes for a moment.

“I needed this.”

“The coffee?” she asked.

“The coffee too,” he replied, looking at her in a way that said far more than his words ever could.

Sara understood exactly what he meant.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

The neighborhood carried on around them.

A motorcycle passed in the distance.

Someone called out from across the street.

A radio played faintly from an open window.

Everything was exactly as it had always been.

Yet somehow, it wasn't.

A few hours earlier, the morning had felt strangely incomplete.

Now, without either of them saying it aloud, something had settled back into place.

Sara lowered her eyes toward the coffee maker, hiding a smile.

She disliked admitting it, even to herself.

But the worry she had felt all morning had not come from habit.

It had come from missing him.

And that realization frightened her a little more than she was willing to admit.

Adrián took another sip.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

“Liar.”

Sara shook her head and continued arranging the cups.

This time, she made no effort to hide her smile.

Because for the first time that day, the morning finally felt whole again.
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All He Had to Give
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It wasn't a flower, a box of chocolates, or anything that could be bought in a store. It was simply a mango. One of those golden-yellow ones, ripened by the sun and fragrant from a distance, the kind that grows in the yards of Bonao. Adrián held it in his hands for a few moments before walking toward the coffee stand. He felt ridiculous, a grown man carrying a mango wrapped in a napkin, but it was the best he had. When you truly care about someone, the value of things is no longer measured in money; it is measured by what they mean.

Sara was arranging bread when she saw him approach.

“Good morning,” she said.

“Morning.”

Adrián stood there for a moment before placing the mango on the table, carefully wrapped in a white napkin.

“I brought you this.”

Sara lowered her eyes, surprised.

“A mango?”

“It’s a good one.”

“I certainly hope so.”

“I tried one yesterday,” he said with a small laugh. “That’s how I know it’s sweet.”

Sara picked up the fruit. It wasn't perfect. There was a small blemish on the skin and a couple of dark spots, but the aroma was rich, sweet, and unmistakable.

“Thank you,” she said.

“It’s nothing.”

They both knew it wasn't, which was precisely why neither of them said anything more. Adrián drank his coffee in silence and left a few minutes later, just as he did every other day. Yet
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