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Stained Beginnings

The first light of sunrise slipped through the thin curtains of the small, two-story house on Willow Lane and fell in a thin, golden ribbon across the kitchen table. It was the kind of morning that made you feel as if the world were holding its breath, waiting for something—anything—to begin. Lily Harper stood on the uneven linoleum, a wooden spoon in one hand and a rag in the other, her back to the window as she polished the lacquered counter of the café that would soon be hers.

The table was a battlefield of coffee rings—dark, circular blotches that looked like tiny moons scattered across the pale surface. Some of the stains were fresh, still steaming faintly where the hot cup had been set down moments ago; others were older, the brown edges softened by time. Lily ran her fingers over the rings, feeling the uneven texture of the glaze beneath, a tactile reminder that every spill and every sip left a mark. She smiled faintly; each stain was a small story, a memory in the making.

She had moved to this town of Willowbrook three years ago, driven by a restless yearning for something more than the concrete hum of the city she’d left behind. Her parents had called it a “mid-life crisis” when she announced she would quit her job at the advertising firm to pursue a dream that had been growing in the quiet corners of her mind—owning a café where people could linger, talk, and find a moment of peace. The town's beloved café, “Sunrise Brew,” had become that dream. The owner, Mrs. Whitaker, was an elderly woman with silver hair and eyes that seemed to hold an entire sunrise in them. She had taken Lily under her wing, teaching her the alchemy of brewing and the quiet art of listening.

Now, a single day away from officially becoming a part-time manager, Lily felt a mix of exhilaration and terror. The day before yesterday, she had stood on the threshold of the shop for the first time, inhaling the rich, earthy aroma of roasted beans that seemed to wrap around her like a warm blanket. She still remembered how the wooden floorboards creaked under her shoes, how the brass espresso machine gleamed under the flickering fluorescent lights, and how the barista counter felt solid and reassuring beneath her palms. It had been a promise, a whisper in her heart: “You belong here.”

She turned her attention back to the table, wiping away the newest set of coffee rings with a purposeful motion. As the rag passed over the still-warm spots, the faint scent of roasted beans rose up, mingling with the scent of her own freshly brewed coffee—dark, slightly bitter, and comforting. The kettle on the stove began to whistle, the high-pitched shriek pulling her from her reverie.

“Morning, Lily,” a voice called from the doorway, soft yet confident.

Lily glanced up. The door had opened to reveal a man she knew only by name and occasional nods. Sam Collins, a regular who sat at the corner table every morning with a half-filled mug and a stack of sketchbooks. He was a quiet sort of person: his shoulders were always hunched just enough to suggest he was perpetually listening, and his smile, when it appeared, was as warm as the sunrise that now bathed the room.

He wore a simple, charcoal-blue sweater, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, revealing forearms that bore faint traces of ink—tiny tattoos peeking out from underneath, one of them a tiny coffee bean, another a small wave. His hair was a mess of dark curls that fell over his forehead, and his eyes, a deep hazel, seemed to reflect the early light in a way that made the whole kitchen glow a little brighter.

“Good morning,” Lily replied, setting the rag down and moving to fill a fresh pot of coffee. “It looks like you’ve already claimed your favorite spot.”

Sam chuckled, a low sound that made her think of rustling leaves. “You know me too well, Lily. I like to be here when the world is still waking up. There’s something about the stillness that makes my sketches... sharper.”

She poured a small pot of coffee into a ceramic cup, the dark liquid swirling as it hit the bottom, forming concentric circles that mirrored the sunrise outside. She placed the cup on the table beside him, watching the steam rise in delicate curls, disappearing into the cool morning air.

“Here you go,” she said, sliding the cup toward him. “New blend—honey and oat milk. I’m testing it for the menu.”

Sam raised an eyebrow, a faint smile teasing his lips. “A honey oat blend? That’s daring. I’ll give it a try. Maybe it’ll inspire a new drawing.”

“It’s just a first try,” Lily replied, her voice tinged with a note of cautious optimism. “I want the café to feel like a place where each cup tells a story. I think the honey will add a touch of warmth, something comforting for the early birds.”

He took a sip, his eyes closing for a moment as the flavors settled on his palate. “It’s... nice,” he murmured, opening his eyes and meeting hers. “There’s a smooth sweetness that lingers, like sunlight on a quiet pond.”

Lily smiled, the corners of her mouth curving upward. “Exactly what I was hoping for.”

She turned away, reaching for a stack of blank napkins, the patterned edges fluttering in the drafts that slipped under the door as it opened to the street. The bell above the entrance jingled, startling a few sparrows perched on a nearby fence, sending them flapping their wings calmly into the orange-tinged sky.

Her mind drifted for a moment to the night before, when Mrs. Whitaker had handed her the keys with a trembling hand. “You’re going to make this place shine, Lily,” Mrs. Whitaker had whispered, eyes glistening with unshed tears. “Don’t forget, the heart of a café isn’t just the coffee—it’s the people who walk through that door. Keep them close, and they’ll keep you close.”

Lily swallowed those words like a pledge. She had spent weeks preparing, studying coffee sheets, perfecting grind times, and learning the minutiae of latte art. Yet, as she set the new cups on the shelves, she felt a flutter of nerves at the thought of the actual rush that would soon cascade over the café like a tide.

“Sam,” she said, breaking the quiet that had settled between them, “do you ever think about how a coffee can change the day for someone? Like, it’s not just caffeine—it’s a little ritual, a pause.”

He looked at her, his hazel eyes softening. “All the time. When I first started coming here, I was a wreck—late nights at the studio, endless revisions. The first sip of coffee felt like a small rescue. It gave me a moment to breathe, to think, to redraw my lines. That’s why I come back. It’s my calm before the storm of the day.”

Lily nodded, feeling a kinship forming in that brief exchange. “And that’s why... it matters, right? The little details. The way we serve, the taste, the smile we give.”

Sam’s smile deepened, an unshaped curve that spoke of a thousand unspoken mornings. “Exactly. It’s the silent conversations we have with strangers over steam and beans that make this place feel alive.”

She felt a warm blush rise in her cheeks, but she brushed it away, focusing instead on the tasks at hand. “Speaking of details,” she said, “I’m trying a new thing today. I found an old recipe from my grandmother—her signature blend. I’m calling it ‘Heritage Blend.’ It’s a mix of Ethiopian Yirgacheffe, a dash of Colombian, and a hint of a spice blend she used for special occasions. I was hoping you could help me test it.”

His eyebrows rose in interest, and he leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table. “I’d love to. My mother used to make a spice tea with cardamom and cinnamon. I think you’ll like the contrast.”

“Great,” Lily said, setting a fresh mug down for him and pulling a small tin of spices from a lower shelf. The tin clinked faintly as she opened it, releasing a faint aroma of nutmeg, cinnamon, and a whisper of something floral—perhaps a touch of lavender. She mixed a pinch into the espresso, watching the dark liquid swirl into a richer, deeper shade.

She handed the mug to Sam. “Taste it, and tell me what you think.”

Sam lifted the mug, inhaling the scent before taking a tentative sip. He closed his eyes, pausing as the flavors unfolded. A moment later, his lips curled into a thoughtful smile. “It’s... complex. The Ethiopian gives it bright, citrusy notes, the Colombian adds that full body, and the spices... they’re like a quiet whisper underneath it all, like the memory of a grandparent’s kitchen.”

Lily felt a sudden surge of pride, as if the ghost of her grandmother’s hands were guiding her through the motions of the café. “I’m glad you like it. My grandmother used to say that coffee is a bridge between generations, a way to keep family stories alive.”

“Then you’ve built a bridge,” Sam replied, his voice low but sincere. “A very tasty one.”

She laughed softly, the sound mingling with the gentle clink of cups and the distant hum of the street outside. The small bell above the doorway jingled again, and a woman in a faded denim jacket entered, pulling a knit scarf around her neck.

“Morning, Lily,” the woman called, her voice bright. “Could I get a large latte with oat milk, please?”

Lily turned, her mind already humming with the choreography of coffee-making. “One latte, oat milk, coming right up.”

She began the familiar routine: grinding fresh beans, tamping the grounds with a practiced hand, listening to the hiss of steam as it rose from the wand. The machine whirred, filling the air with the deep, earthy perfume of espresso. As she poured the milk, she let her wrist wobble slightly to create a leaf pattern, the milk spiraling into the dark canvas like sunrise itself.

Sam watched her, his gaze lingering on the delicate swirls she crafted. “You’ve got a steady hand,” he said, admiration evident in his tone.

Lily glanced up briefly, a faint blush coloring her cheeks. “I’ve had a good teacher,” she replied, flashing a quick smile before focusing back on the cup. She placed the latte in front of the woman, who thanked her and took a seat at the far end of the counter, her eyes already fixed on the mug as if it held secret answers.

Lily turned back to Sam, who was now sketching in the margins of his tattered notebook. The pages were filled with quick sketches of coffee cups, people in motion, and occasional abstract swirls that seemed to capture the rhythm of the café. He didn’t look up as he drew, his pencil moving in a smooth, confident motion.

She took a breath, feeling the weight of the day’s expectations pressing gently against her. The café was quiet for now, the only sounds being the soft clatter of cups, the low hum of the refrigerator, and the quiet rustle of pages turning. Sam’s presence, however steady, gave her a sense of calm. There was something about him—maybe the way his eyes lingered on the little details, the way his smile, even when hidden, seemed to light up any shadow. She could not fully grasp what it was, but she sensed a kindness that was rarely spoken.

“Hey,” Sam said suddenly, his voice breaking



















d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





