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Professor Dr. Julia Archer had a knack for remembering her students—faces, voices, quirky asides jotted in the margins of their bluebooks. But not names. So when the barista at BrewDog Café called “Julia!” and she turned, it was the bearded giant standing beside her, craning to read the overhead menu, who made her hesitate with a jolt in the sternum. 




“Professor Archer?” His voice was lighter than his frame suggested—boyish, nearly bashful. It took her two heartbeats to place him. 




“Oh my god. Logan!”




He grinned, cradling his coffee like a holy relic. “You remembered.” 




She remembered too well: a churlish slouch in the back row of Sociology 102, that battering-ram intelligence, the essay about polyamory that had set her inbox on fire (half the class CC’d for maximum drama). Logan had been the first to call her out for referencing the canon as if it were a holy book, for slipping Bourdieu or Marx into casual conversation and expecting an entire lecture hall to nod along. She remembered it with a kind of fond horror: the way he’d raised his hand with a slow, performative reluctance, as if he was being forced, and then, in a voice that carried to the farthest corners, asked, “Isn’t that just another way of gate keeping? Like, expecting us to have read all the same things you have?” There’d been a ripple of laughter, quickly stifled, and then the long, prickly pause as she considered whether to defend herself or let the silence do its own teaching. In that moment, she’d been embarrassed—and grateful. He’d cracked something open in the room, and afterward, her lectures changed. She referenced memes and podcasts, found herself scanning TikTok for the latest discourse so she could make the material less brittle, less museum-quality. And there he was, months later, standing in a café line as if nothing had changed, but everything had.




“You always did like a challenge,” Julia said, dropping her voice as low as their old lecture hall acoustics would permit. She leaned over the counter, elbows grazing a sticky patch where simple syrup had dried to a crystalline glaze. The espresso machine behind them sputtered and screeched, a banshee’s ululation, and for a moment neither of them could hear the other. But Logan’s grin widened at her words, and Julia watched him for signs of what came next—the second volley, the counter-move. He’d always played chess, not checkers, even in the slowest, most sun-drowsed sections. 




He tapped his thumb on the branded cup. “You’re basically standing in the lion’s den right now, Professor,” he said. “You know they hate us here, right?” He gestured at the other patrons, the ones with AirPods and laptops and the seamless, almost predatory calm of people who’d never waited tables. “Tenure-track is the new one percent.” 




She almost laughed, but the joke stung. It was true: the baristas in this town could spot faculty at fifty paces, and Julia’s tweed, even when disguised under a hoodie and frizzy hair, was a dead giveaway. She glanced at the barista, who was steam-wanding a pitcher of oat milk with the focused rage of a union-buster. “I tip well,” Julia lied, “and I don’t grade in public.” 




Logan’s eyes darted—never just at her, but around her, past her, as if the real conversation was happening somewhere a step to the left. She remembered the way he’d drop devastating comments in class and then retreat, as though embarrassed by his own insight. He picked up his cup, turned it in his hands. “So, what’s your poison? Still double-shot, extra hot, no sugar, existential dread on the side?” 




She wanted to be offended by how much he remembered, but she was worse: she remembered the title of his thesis, the messy red scribbles he used for peer review, the way he once asked if Foucault ever got laid because it would explain a lot. “You know me,” she said, “never change a losing game.” 




The barista slid her cup across the counter with a sideways glare. Julia caught it before it toppled, and her hand brushed Logan’s—momentary, nothing, but she felt the snap of static where their fingers met. “You’re still in town?” she asked, moving to the sugar caddy because she absolutely would doctor her coffee with artificial sweetener the moment he turned away. 




“Still in town,” he echoed, “still doing the adjunct shuffle.” He said it with a self-deprecating half-smile, but she saw the old spark, the refusal to be pitied. “And you’re what now—department chair? Dean?” 




She snorted into her cup, nearly losing the foam mustache to a laugh. “God, no. Just another cog in the knowledge factory.” She tried to muster pride but it came out as a sigh. “I do run the undergrad seminars. They let me rewrite the syllabus, finally.” 




Logan’s eyes widened, equal parts impressed and alarmed. “You took out Durkheim.” 




“I took out Durkheim,” she confirmed, savoring the moment. 




He let out a low whistle, the kind that signified the collapse of sacred tradition. “You’re braver than you look.” 




“I look brave?” she said, arching an eyebrow. 




He shrugged. “You look tired.” 




She tilted her head, conceding the point. “Well, you look like you’re about to start a cult.” 




He laughed, and this time it was a full-body sound, echoing off the glass and tile. Some of the laptop crowd turned to look, annoyed at the breach of protocol. Julia ignored them; Logan basked in the attention for half a second before lowering his voice again. 




“You know, sometimes I miss your class,” he said. “It was the only time I ever felt like losing an argument was still worth it.” 




She swallowed, unsure how to answer, so she let the silence sit between them, fizzing gently, until the barista cleared her throat. 




They inched their way down the counter, now shoulder to shoulder, both pretending not to notice the sudden compression of space between them. Julia felt the static of proximity, the way her elbow brushed the soft sleeve of his thrift-store blazer, how his breath fogged the glass pastry case as he leaned in, scanning for some minor sweet to offset the bitterness of his coffee. She caught her own double in the reflection—two faces, hers drawn and angular, his with that odd surplus of nose and cheekbone, a caricature instead of a portrait. The memory of old lecture halls, the brackish chalk dust and raw, restless energy, swelled up for a moment; she remembered how Logan used to sit unreasonably close to the front, as if physical distance from the faculty table meant nothing to him. He’d always hovered just outside the personal bubble, not quite violating it, but making her aware of boundaries she’d never before considered. It was disconcerting, and kind of addictive.




She wondered for a moment if he felt it too—this sense that no matter where they met, the room always re-calibrated around their dyad. Did he remember the way she used to pace the aisles, daring someone to interrupt, craving the friction more than the syllabus itself? Or how he’d dangle a question in the air, let it thrum with tension, then snap it down with a single, devastating punchline? The energy was back now, familiar as a muscle memory neither of them had lost in the intervening semesters.




She cleared her throat, reached for a napkin; Logan did the same, their hands colliding, then withdrawing as if the napkin dispenser were a live wire. In the glass, she saw his eyes flicker—down to her hands, up to her face, then away, as if he’d glimpsed something he wasn’t supposed to see. The line inched forward, and for a second, Julia wondered what would happen if she said nothing at all, if they simply stood there and let the world outside the café dissolve into a soft blur. Instead, she found herself narrating the moment in her own head, as though she were writing a case study on post-graduate awkwardness.
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