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The Barista Next Door 

Chapter 1 – Same Coffee, Same Time
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Joe liked things predictable.

It wasn’t something he usually admitted out loud—not because it was embarrassing, but because it felt too revealing. Predictability meant control, and control meant safety. His life wasn’t exciting, but it was stable. Quiet. Manageable.

Every morning followed the same pattern.

He woke at 6:45 a.m. without an alarm. Years of habit had trained his body better than any device could. He lay still for a moment, staring at the ceiling, letting the day settle over him before he moved. No rush. No urgency. Just a steady beginning.

By 7:10, he was dressed—dark jeans, a neutral shirt, something simple enough not to invite attention. By 7:20, he was out the door, locking his apartment with a soft, practiced click.

And by 7:25, he was stepping into the café on the corner.

The bell above the door chimed the same way it always did—clear, light, familiar. The scent hit him immediately: coffee, warm milk, a hint of something sweet from the pastries behind the glass counter. It grounded him in a way nothing else quite did.

He didn’t hesitate. He never did.

Two steps forward. Slight nod to the counter. Exact same words.

“Medium latte.”

It had been like that for months.

The barista usually changed—different faces, different voices, none of them staying long enough to matter. Joe preferred it that way. It kept things simple. Transactional. Safe.

He paid, waited, picked up his drink, and moved to the small table by the window.

Always the same table.

It was tucked just far enough away from the door to avoid the cold draft when people came in, but close enough to the window to catch the morning light. It gave him something to look at—passing cars, people walking by, the slow unfolding of the day—without requiring him to participate in it.

That was the point.

Joe liked observing. Watching. Existing adjacent to everything else.

Not inside it.

He wrapped his hands around the cup when it was warm enough to hold, took a careful sip, and opened his laptop. Emails, spreadsheets, quiet work that required focus but not interaction. His job allowed him to stay like this—contained, self-sufficient.

Unnoticed.

That morning started the same way.

Until it didn’t.

“Medium latte.”

The words came out automatically, his eyes already drifting toward the card reader.

But the response wasn’t the usual distracted nod or half-mumbled confirmation.

“Already started.”

Joe blinked.

The voice was new.

Not just unfamiliar—but intentional. Clear. Warm in a way that felt... directed.

He looked up.

The barista behind the counter wasn’t someone he recognized.

That, in itself, wasn’t unusual.

What was unusual was the way he was looking at Joe.

Not politely. Not vaguely.

Directly.

Like he had been waiting.

Joe hesitated just a fraction too long, his fingers tightening slightly around his wallet.

“Uh... sorry?”

The barista smiled—not wide, not forced. Just enough to suggest he knew something Joe didn’t.

“Medium latte,” he said, already turning toward the espresso machine. “No sugar. Extra foam. Right?”

Joe felt something small and sharp flicker in his chest.

Recognition.

But he hadn’t—

“I didn’t—”

“Say it?” the barista finished easily, glancing back over his shoulder. “No. You didn’t have to.”

Joe frowned slightly, trying to place him. Had he been here before? Maybe on a different shift? Had Joe just not noticed?

That was possible. Likely, even.

He wasn’t in the habit of noticing people.

Still, something about this felt... different.

The barista moved with practiced ease, but there was nothing rushed about him. Every motion was deliberate without being slow, confident without being showy. The hiss of steam filled the space between them, familiar and grounding, but Joe found himself paying attention in a way he normally didn’t.

To the way the guy tilted his head slightly as he worked.

To the way his sleeves were pushed up just enough to reveal his forearms.

To the way he seemed... comfortable.

Like he belonged exactly where he was.

Joe looked away first.

It was instinct more than decision.

He tapped his card against the reader, the soft beep cutting through the moment, and stepped aside without another word.

That part hadn’t changed.

It was still a transaction.

Still routine.

He moved to his table, set his laptop down, and tried to ignore the faint, unsettled feeling lingering under his ribs.

It didn’t work.

A minute later, the cup appeared in front of him.

“Careful,” the barista said. “It’s hot.”

Joe glanced up again, caught off guard by the proximity.

Up close, the details were sharper.

Dark hair, slightly messy like he’d run his hand through it too many times. Eyes that weren’t just looking—but observing. Not in a heavy way. Not intrusive.

Just... aware.

Joe nodded once. “Thanks.”

He reached for the cup, expecting the interaction to end there.

It didn’t.

“You always sit here,” the barista added, gesturing lightly toward the window.

Joe stilled.

There was no accusation in the statement. No judgment.

Just fact.

Still, it made something tighten in his chest.

“I guess,” he said, keeping his tone neutral.

“It’s a good spot,” the barista went on, like the conversation was the most natural thing in the world. “Best light in the morning. Less noise, too.”

Joe didn’t respond right away.

Because he was right.

And because Joe didn’t like that he was right.

“...Yeah,” he admitted finally.

The barista’s smile flickered again—subtle, almost like he was collecting confirmations.

Then he stepped back.

“I’m Marc, by the way.”

Joe blinked.

Names weren’t part of the routine.

Names made things... personal.

He hesitated, just long enough for it to be noticeable.

Then, quietly, “Joe.”

Marc nodded once, like that mattered.

“See you tomorrow, Joe.”

And just like that, he turned and walked back behind the counter.

The conversation ended.

Clean. Simple.

But not quite the same.

Joe sat there for a moment longer than usual, his fingers resting against the side of the cup without lifting it.

Something had shifted.

Not dramatically. Not in a way anyone else would notice.

But Joe noticed.

Because routine wasn’t supposed to feel different.

He took a sip of his coffee.

It tasted the same.

Exactly the same.

And yet—

His gaze drifted, almost despite himself, back toward the counter.

Marc was already busy with another order, moving through the motions with the same quiet confidence. He laughed at something a customer said—not loudly, not performatively. Just... easily.

Like connection came naturally to him.

Joe looked away again, focusing on his laptop.

Emails. Numbers. Familiar patterns.

He tried to settle back into it.

Tried to let the morning return to what it had been.

Predictable.

Contained.

But every so often, his attention slipped.

A glance toward the counter.

A flicker of awareness when Marc moved.

The faint echo of that “See you tomorrow” lingering longer than it should have.

Joe didn’t like that.

Or maybe—

He didn’t know what to do with it.

By the time he finished his coffee, the feeling hadn’t gone away.

It hadn’t grown, either.

It just... stayed.

Quiet. Persistent.

Unresolved.

He packed up his laptop, slid it into his bag, and stood.

For a second, he considered leaving without looking back.

That would’ve been easier.

More like him.

Instead, he paused.

Just long enough to glance toward the counter again.

Marc caught it.

Of course he did.

His expression didn’t change much—just that same small, knowing smile.

“Tomorrow,” he said, like it wasn’t a question.

Joe adjusted the strap of his bag, the motion buying him a second.

Then, before he could overthink it—

“...Tomorrow.”

The word felt unfamiliar in his mouth.

Not because of what it meant.

But because of how it felt.

Less like routine.

More like... intention.

He turned and walked out, the bell chiming softly behind him.

The morning air was cooler than he expected, brushing against his face as he stepped onto the sidewalk. Cars passed. People moved. The city continued exactly as it always did.

Nothing had changed.

Not really.

And yet—

As Joe started toward home, something small lingered at the edge of his thoughts.

Not discomfort.

Not quite curiosity.

Something quieter than that.

Something he couldn’t easily categorize or dismiss.

A shift.

Subtle.

Barely there.

But enough.

For the first time in a long while, the idea of tomorrow didn’t feel exactly the same as today.

And Joe wasn’t sure if that was a problem.

Or the beginning of something he hadn’t planned for.
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Chapter 2 – The Familiar Stranger
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Joe told himself it had been nothing.

Just a different barista. A slightly longer conversation than usual. A name exchanged where there normally wouldn’t be one. That was all.

It didn’t mean anything.

It shouldn’t have.

And yet—

The next morning, when Joe woke at 6:45 without his alarm, there was something faintly off about the stillness. Not wrong. Just... not entirely neutral.

Like the day had already shifted before it had even begun.

He stared at the ceiling longer than usual.

Then he pushed the thought aside.

Routine would fix it.

Routine always did.

By 7:10, he was dressed. By 7:20, out the door. By 7:25, stepping into the café as the bell chimed overhead, just as it always did.

The smell of coffee grounded him instantly.

Familiar. Steady.

Safe.

Joe moved toward the counter, his mind already settling into the rhythm of it—order, pay, step aside.

“Medium latte.”

“Morning, Joe.”

He froze.

Not physically—his body still went through the motions, hand reaching for his wallet, eyes shifting toward the card reader—but something inside him caught sharply, like a misstep on an otherwise even path.

The voice was the same as yesterday.

Warm. Clear. Intentional.

Marc.

Joe looked up.

Marc was already watching him.

Not in a way that demanded attention. Not intense or overwhelming.

Just... present.

Like he had expected him.

Like he knew he’d be there.

Joe’s fingers tightened slightly around his card.

“...Morning,” he replied, a beat too late.

Marc’s mouth curved just a little, like he noticed the hesitation but didn’t call it out.

“Medium latte,” he repeated, already turning toward the machine. “No sugar. Extra foam.”

Joe exhaled slowly through his nose, the tension settling somewhere low in his chest.

“Right.”

There was a pause—a small one, but noticeable.

Joe shifted his weight slightly, watching as Marc moved through the process with that same easy confidence from the day before. Nothing rushed. Nothing careless.

But this time, Joe noticed something else.

Marc wasn’t asking.

He wasn’t confirming.

He was... remembering.

Joe frowned faintly, the thought settling uncomfortably.

“I don’t think I told you my name,” he said, the words coming out before he could stop them.

Marc glanced back at him, one eyebrow lifting just slightly.

“You didn’t.”

Joe waited.

Marc turned back to the espresso machine, adjusting something with a quiet precision before answering.

“You pay with a card,” he said casually. “It shows up on the screen.”

Joe blinked.

Oh.

That—

That made sense.

Of course it did.

A simple explanation. Logical. Ordinary.

He should have expected it.

Still, something about the way Marc said it didn’t feel entirely like a dismissal. More like... a partial answer.

Joe didn’t push.

He wasn’t the kind of person who pushed.

“Right,” he said again, quieter this time.

Marc didn’t respond immediately. The sound of steaming milk filled the space between them, familiar and steady. Joe found himself watching again—how Marc tilted the pitcher slightly, how he seemed to focus without looking tense.

Like he enjoyed this.

Like it mattered.

Joe looked away.

He didn’t usually notice things like that.

Didn’t usually want to.

A soft tap on the counter pulled his attention back.

His cup.

“Careful,” Marc said again, echoing yesterday with the same faint hint of amusement. “Still hot.”

Joe reached for it, his fingers brushing briefly against the side where the cardboard sleeve wrapped around the cup.

Something felt... different.

He glanced down.

The lid was slightly domed, more than usual.

Extra foam.

He hesitated.

“You didn’t ask for that,” Marc added, leaning lightly against the counter, his tone easy. “Figured I’d take the risk.”

Joe looked up.

“Why?”

The question came out more direct than he intended.

Marc didn’t seem bothered by it.

“You looked like you needed something better than average,” he said simply.

Joe stared at him for a second.

There was no teasing in it. No obvious flirtation. Just a statement, delivered like it was obvious.

Like Joe was... readable.

The thought made something tighten in his chest.

“I’m fine with average,” Joe said, his voice quieter now.

Marc tilted his head slightly, studying him for a brief moment.

“Yeah,” he said. “I don’t think you are.”

Joe didn’t respond.

Didn’t know how to.

Because that wasn’t something people usually said to him.

It wasn’t something anyone said to him.

The
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