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Chapter 1 — The Late Shift
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Rain had been falling over Ashbourne since late afternoon.

Not the loud kind that came with storms or thunder. Just a steady drizzle that turned the streets reflective and painted the entire town in muted colors. By ten at night, most of downtown had already gone quiet. Storefront lights dimmed one by one, and the sidewalks emptied until only the occasional passing car disturbed the stillness.

Inside Bellrow Market, the fluorescent lights hummed softly overhead.

Ethan Walker stood near aisle seven with a pricing gun in his hand, replacing faded discount labels on canned soup that nobody ever seemed to buy. Tomato basil. Cream of mushroom. Chicken noodle. The same brands. The same shelves. The same routine.

Every night blurred into the next lately.

He pressed another sticker onto a can and stepped back slightly, staring at the row without really seeing it.

“Hey, Walker.”

Ethan glanced over his shoulder.

Marcus, the assistant manager, walked toward him carrying a clipboard and a half-finished energy drink. His dark green work vest looked wrinkled from the long shift.

“You finished dairy already?”

“Yeah.”

Marcus looked surprised. “Seriously?”

Ethan shrugged. “Wasn’t busy.”

“It’s never busy.”

“That too.”

Marcus snorted quietly before checking something off on the clipboard.

“You know,” he said, “I’m starting to think you secretly enjoy this place.”

“I don’t.”

“You say that, but you’ve worked night shifts here for almost six years.”

Ethan peeled another old price tag off the shelf.

“Bills don’t pay themselves.”

Marcus pointed at him with the pen in his hand. “See? That right there. That’s the most depressing thing I’ve heard all week.”

“It’s Tuesday.”

“Exactly.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

A customer pushed a cart somewhere near the frozen food section. The wheels squeaked loudly against the tile floor. From the old speakers above them, some soft rock song from the early 2000s played quietly enough to almost disappear beneath the buzzing lights.

Marcus sighed.

“You doing anything after work?”

“No.”

“You should really try saying yes sometimes.”

Ethan looked at him.

“To what?”

Marcus opened his mouth, then paused.

“Fair point.”

Ethan almost smiled at that.

Almost.

Marcus tapped the clipboard against his leg before walking backward down the aisle.

“Anyway, don’t forget to lock the storage room after midnight. Tyler forgot again yesterday.”

“Okay.”

“And Walker?”

“Yeah?”

“Try not to look like your soul left your body.”

Ethan watched him leave.

Then he returned to work.

That was usually how his nights went. Small conversations. Half-finished thoughts. Hours passing quietly beneath artificial lights.

Nothing really happened in Bellrow Market.

Maybe that was why he stayed.

Around 12:40 AM, the rain outside became heavier.

Tiny droplets streaked across the front windows while the automatic doors slid open and closed for the last few customers of the night. Ethan stood behind register three, scanning a bottle of orange juice for an elderly man wearing a fishing jacket.

“That’ll be twelve forty-six.”

The man handed him cash slowly.

“You folks staying open late because of the weather?” he asked.

“We always close at one.”

“Hm.”

The man glanced toward the rain outside.

“Town feels emptier lately.”

Ethan handed him the receipt.

“Maybe.”

“You born here?”

“Yeah.”

“Thought so.” The man smiled faintly. “People who stay in Ashbourne long enough start looking tired in the same way.”

Ethan didn’t know how to respond to that.

The man grabbed his grocery bag.

“Have a good night.”

“You too.”

The automatic doors opened again as the man left, letting cold air sweep briefly into the store.

Ethan watched the rain for a second longer than necessary.

Then the doors shut.

At exactly 1:07 AM, Bellrow Market finally closed.

The silence afterward always felt strange.

Once the customers disappeared, the building no longer sounded alive. The bright aisles became hollow. Empty carts stood abandoned near the entrance like forgotten objects in a dream.

Ethan clocked out without speaking much.

He grabbed his dark jacket from the employee room, zipped it halfway up, and stepped outside into the cold Oregon night.

Rain immediately touched his face.

The parking lot shimmered beneath streetlights. Water collected in cracks across the pavement, reflecting pale yellow light that trembled every time raindrops hit the surface.

Ethan shoved his hands into his pockets.

Usually, he drove straight home after work.

Usually.

But tonight, something about the idea of returning to his apartment felt heavier than normal.

Maybe it was the weather.

Maybe it was exhaustion.

Or maybe he simply didn’t want to hear the silence waiting for him there.

His apartment wasn’t terrible. It was clean enough. Quiet enough. Cheap enough.

But over the years, it had slowly stopped feeling like a place someone lived in.

Now it just felt like somewhere he slept.

Ethan exhaled slowly, his breath visible in the cold air.

Then he started walking.

Ashbourne after midnight felt like a different town entirely.

The roads stretched empty beneath rain-covered streetlights. Closed diners sat glowing softly behind fogged windows. Neon signs buzzed faintly above dark storefronts. Somewhere in the distance, a train horn echoed through the wet night air.

Ethan walked without thinking much about where he was going.

His shoes splashed quietly through shallow puddles.

People used to tell him he should leave Ashbourne someday.

Go somewhere bigger.

Somewhere alive.

But years passed faster than expected. One year became three. Then five. Then suddenly he was thirty-three years old working night shifts at Bellrow Market while entire weeks disappeared without meaning anything.

It wasn’t that he hated his life.

That would have been simpler.

He just didn’t know what he was supposed to do with it anymore.

The rain softened slightly as he turned onto Maple Street.

Most of the buildings there were older than the rest of town. Small brick storefronts stood shoulder-to-shoulder beneath faded signs and rusted fire escapes. A bookstore. A repair shop. An old barber shop that somehow still survived despite never seeming open.

Then Ethan noticed light farther ahead.

Warm light.

One storefront near the corner still glowed against the rainy darkness.

MORNING PINE.

The sign hung above large windows fogged gently from warmth inside.

Ethan slowed his steps.

He had passed the place before during daytime, though rarely. It was one of those small coffee shops people liked because it felt local and familiar. Students sat there with laptops sometimes. Elderly couples drank coffee near the windows in the mornings.

He had never gone inside.

At this hour, though, the place looked different.

Quieter.

Softer somehow.

A small chalkboard near the entrance read:

OPEN LATE

BECAUSE SOME PEOPLE HATE GOING HOME EARLY

Ethan stared at the sentence for a moment.

Then, unexpectedly, he let out a quiet breath of laughter through his nose.

Tiny. Brief.

But real.

Rain tapped softly against the windows.

Inside the coffee shop, warm amber light spilled across wooden tables while soft jazz played faintly in the background. A girl with headphones sat alone reading near the back corner. Someone else typed slowly on a laptop beside the window.

The place didn’t feel busy.

It felt calm.

Ethan looked down the empty street behind him.

Then back at the café.

For a few seconds, he simply stood there beneath the rain.

After that, without fully knowing why, he reached for the door handle and stepped inside.

Warm air wrapped around Ethan almost immediately.

The difference between outside and inside felt strange against his skin. Rainwater still clung to his jacket, cold and sharp from the walk, but the café smelled like coffee beans, cinnamon, and something lightly sweet baking somewhere in the back.

The sound of rain became softer here.

Muted.

Like the entire world outside had been pushed farther away.

The bell above the door gave a small chime as it closed behind him.

For a second, Ethan just stood there awkwardly near the entrance.

Not because the place was crowded.

Because he suddenly realized he didn’t actually know why he had come in.

A few customers glanced up briefly before returning to their own quiet worlds. Nobody paid much attention to him. The jazz music continued softly overhead while steam hissed from an espresso machine near the counter.

Behind it stood a woman wiping down cups with a towel.

She looked up.

“Hey,” she said gently.

Her voice carried the kind of calm warmth people didn’t have naturally unless they practiced it for years.

“You’re out late.”

Ethan stepped closer to the counter.

“So are you.”

A faint smile touched her face at that.

“Fair enough.”

She set the towel aside.

“What can I get you?”

Ethan looked up at the menu board even though he barely processed any of it.

Most nights, his coffee came from the break room machine at Bellrow Market. Cheap. Bitter. Functional.

This place felt too real for him somehow.

“Uh...”

He cleared his throat slightly.

“Just regular coffee is fine.”

“We don’t really do ‘regular coffee’ here.”

Ethan blinked once.

“Oh.”

The woman laughed softly, not mockingly.

“I’m kidding. Mostly.” She pointed toward the menu board. “You want something strong or something comforting?”

That question caught him off guard more than it should have.

Strong or comforting.

He stared at the menu again.

“I don’t know.”

“That bad of a night?”

“Not really.”

“That good of a night?”

“No.”

She nodded slowly as if that answer made perfect sense.

“Then you probably need the house blend.”

Ethan gave a small shrug. “Sure.”

“Medium?”

“Yeah.”

As she turned toward the coffee machine, Ethan glanced around the café again.

The lighting was dim but warm, casting soft reflections across wooden tables worn smooth with age. A shelf of old books stood near one wall beside several dying plants that somehow still looked alive enough.

Nothing matched perfectly here.

But somehow it worked.

“You work nearby?” the woman asked while preparing the coffee.

“Bellrow Market.”

“Ouch.”

Ethan looked at her.

“You know it?”

“Everybody in town knows Bellrow.” She handed him a tired smile. “Place feels like purgatory after midnight.”

“That’s accurate.”

“I’m Claire, by the way.”

“Ethan.”

“Nice to meet you, Ethan.”

She poured the coffee carefully before placing the cup in front of him.

Steam curled upward slowly.

“On the house.”

Ethan frowned slightly. “You don’t have to do that.”

“I know.”

Before he could argue further, Claire nodded toward the windows.

“Anybody willingly walking around Ashbourne at one-thirty in the morning during rain deserves free coffee.”

Ethan glanced outside.

The rain still painted the glass in shimmering streaks beneath the streetlights.

“Thanks,” he said quietly.

Claire gave him another small smile before helping another customer near the register.

Ethan picked up the cup and moved toward an empty table by the window.

The chair creaked softly as he sat down.

For a while, he simply held the coffee between his hands.

Warm.

That alone felt nice.

Outside, Maple Street looked half asleep beneath the rain. Reflections from neon signs stretched across wet pavement while distant headlights occasionally drifted through the darkness before disappearing again.

The coffee tasted better than he expected.

Not overly sweet.

Not bitter either.

Just warm enough to feel human.

Ethan leaned back slightly in the chair.

He couldn’t remember the last time he had sat somewhere without needing to rush home afterward.

Most places in life felt temporary lately. Work. Grocery stores. Gas stations. Apartment hallways.

Even conversations felt temporary.

But here, time moved differently.

Slower.

The girl with headphones near the back flipped another page in her book. Someone quietly laughed at something on their laptop. Cups clinked softly behind the counter.

Small sounds.

Normal sounds.

For some reason, Ethan found them comforting.

“You always look that serious?”

Ethan glanced up.

Claire stood near his table now, holding a towel over one shoulder.

“What?”

“You’ve been staring out that window like you’re in a sad indie movie for the past five minutes.”

Ethan looked back toward the rain.

“Maybe I am.”

Claire laughed quietly.

“Okay, that was actually a decent answer.”

She leaned lightly against the empty chair across from him.

“Long shift?”

“Yeah.”

“What do you do there?”

“Mostly stocking shelves.”

“At Bellrow?”

“Night shift.”

Claire made a sympathetic face immediately.

“God. No wonder you look exhausted.”

“I always look exhausted.”

“That’s probably unhealthy.”

Ethan took another sip of coffee.

“So is caffeine.”

“True.”

A brief silence settled between them, though it didn’t feel awkward.

Claire seemed like the type of person who understood quiet.

Not everybody did.

Some people rushed to fill silence because it made them uncomfortable. But Claire simply stood there calmly, listening to the rain against the windows.

“You live around here?” she asked eventually.

“Couple blocks away.”

“That apartment building near Mercer Street?”

Ethan looked mildly surprised.

“How’d you know?”

“You’ve got that look.”

“What look?”

Claire tilted her head thoughtfully.

“Like your shower water pressure sucks.”

Ethan stared at her for two seconds.

Then, unexpectedly, he laughed.

A real laugh this time.

Small, but enough to surprise even himself.

Claire smiled immediately after hearing it, like she had been waiting for proof he could actually make that sound.

“There it is,” she said softly.

“What?”

“Evidence you’re not secretly a ghost.”

Ethan shook his head slightly.

“You talk to all customers like this?”

“Only the depressing-looking ones.”

“That’s fair.”

Claire glanced toward the counter as the espresso machine beeped.

“Duty calls.”

She started walking away, then paused halfway.

“Oh, and Ethan?”

“Yeah?”

“We close at three. So no pressure to disappear quickly.”

Then she returned behind the counter.

Ethan watched her for a moment before looking back down at his coffee.

Something about the place felt dangerous in a quiet way.

Not dangerous like violence or trouble.

Dangerous because it felt easy to stay.

Easy to sit here for hours pretending life outside the windows could wait a little longer.

The rain continued steadily.

Time passed quietly after that.

At some point, the girl with headphones packed her things and left. The laptop guy followed maybe twenty minutes later. Eventually the café became nearly empty except for Ethan and Claire.

The clock near the counter read 2:18 AM.

Claire cleaned tables slowly while humming softly along with the jazz music playing overhead.

Ethan found himself watching her sometimes without meaning to.

Not in some dramatic way.

Just noticing things.

The way she tucked loose hair behind her ear while carrying mugs.

The way she smiled automatically whenever someone approached the counter.

The tiredness hidden underneath that smile.

People who worked late-night jobs recognized exhaustion in each other easily.

Claire looked up suddenly and caught him glancing over.

“You okay over there?”

Ethan looked away almost immediately.

“Yeah.”

“You sure?”

“Why?”

“You’ve been staring at absolutely nothing for like ten minutes.”

“That’s kind of my hobby.”

Claire laughed under her breath.

Then she walked over carrying a small plate.

“What’s this?” Ethan asked.

“Blueberry pie.”

“I didn’t order pie.”

“You also didn’t order sadness, but here we are.”

Ethan looked at the plate.

“I should probably pay for stuff eventually.”

“You can tomorrow.”

“I might not come tomorrow.”

Claire gave him a knowing look.

“Yeah,” she said. “You probably will.”

Ethan stayed until closing.

Not because he planned to.

It just happened quietly.

One minute it was 2:18 in the morning, rain tapping gently against the windows while jazz music drifted through the café. The next, Claire was flipping the small sign on the front door from OPEN to CLOSED while the streets outside sat nearly empty beneath the wet darkness.

The clock above the counter read 3:02 AM.

“You know,” Claire said while locking the door, “most people don’t spend two hours drinking one coffee.”

Ethan glanced down at his cup.

There was barely anything left inside.

“I’m efficient.”

“You’re emotionally avoiding something.”

“That too.”

Claire laughed softly before turning the lock completely.

The café felt even quieter now that nobody else remained inside. The music still played low in the background, but the absence of other voices made every little sound more noticeable. Dishes clinking softly. The hum of refrigerators behind the counter. Rain against glass.

Ethan stood from his chair slowly.

“I should probably head home.”

“Probably.”

But neither of them moved immediately after that.

Claire walked behind the counter and began stacking clean mugs into shelves while Ethan slipped his jacket back on.

“Do you always close alone?” he asked.

“Usually.”

“That safe?”

Claire shrugged lightly.

“Ashbourne isn’t exactly a high-crime city.”

“Still.”

She looked over at him with a small smile.

“You offering protection, Bellrow Market guy?”

“I don’t think I look very threatening.”

“You look like you apologize when people bump into you.”

“That’s accurate.”

“See?”

Ethan shook his head faintly.

Claire finished arranging the last mug before leaning both hands against the counter.

“You always this quiet?”

“Mostly.”

“You weren’t earlier.”

“I talked like four times.”

“Exactly. Growth.”

Ethan almost smiled again.

Outside, headlights passed briefly across the windows before disappearing down Maple Street.

Claire noticed him glance toward them.

“You know,” she said carefully, “you don’t have to look guilty for existing in here.”

Ethan frowned slightly.

“What?”

“You’ve been acting like you’re taking up space you don’t deserve all night.”

The words landed harder than expected.

Ethan looked down for a moment.

“I didn’t realize I was doing that.”

“Most people don’t.”

Silence settled gently between them again.

Claire didn’t say it in a cruel way. If anything, her voice sounded almost familiar with the feeling itself.

Like she understood it too well.

Ethan slid his hands into his jacket pockets.

“You always analyze strangers this much?”

“Occupational hazard.”

“You own a coffee shop.”

“Exactly. People basically come in here and emotionally collapse over caffeine.”

“That sounds unhealthy.”

“It’s very unhealthy.”

Claire grabbed her own cup from behind the counter and took a sip.

Then she looked toward the rain-covered windows.

“My dad used to own this place,” she said suddenly.

Ethan glanced at her.

“He started it when I was a kid.”

Claire smiled faintly at the memory.

“Back then this street was actually busy. There was a movie theater two blocks away. Record shop across the street. People stayed out late.”

“What happened?”

“Time.”

There was no bitterness in the answer.

Just honesty.

Claire looked around the café quietly.

“A lot of people left Ashbourne eventually. Bigger cities. Better jobs. Different lives.”

“You stayed.”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

Claire thought for a second before answering.

“I guess somebody had to keep the lights on.”

Something about that sentence lingered in Ethan’s chest longer than it should have.

Maybe because he understood it.

There were people who chased bigger lives.

And there were people who quietly remained behind to keep small places alive.

Neither role was glamorous.

But both mattered.

Rain continued falling steadily outside.

Claire checked the clock.

“You walking home?”

“Yeah.”

“You have a car?”

“I do.”

“So why are you walking in Oregon rain at three in the morning?”

Ethan shrugged.

“Didn’t feel like driving.”

Claire narrowed her eyes slightly.

“That sounds suspiciously emotional.”

“Everything sounds emotional when you say it.”

“True.”

She grabbed her coat from a hook near the back room.

“Well, lucky for you, I’m parked the same direction.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I know.”

Before Ethan could object further, Claire walked toward the front door and unlocked it again.

Cold night air slipped briefly inside.

“You coming or what?” she asked.

Ethan hesitated only a second before following her outside.

The rain had softened into mist now.

Maple Street glowed quietly beneath wet streetlights while distant traffic murmured somewhere deeper in town. The air smelled faintly like rainwater, old pavement, and pine trees drifting down from the hills beyond Ashbourne.

Claire pulled her coat tighter around herself as they started walking.

For a while, neither of them spoke.

Their footsteps echoed softly against the sidewalk.

Ethan realized he couldn’t remember the last time he had walked beside someone this late at night without feeling pressured to fill every silence.

Claire seemed comfortable with quiet.

That made things easier.

“You know,” she said eventually, “I usually remember customers.”

“That sounds normal.”

“No, I mean weirdly specific things.”

Ethan glanced at her.

“Like what?”

Claire pointed casually at him.

“You look like somebody who listens to sad music while staring at ceilings.”

“That’s oddly personal.”

“Am I wrong?”

Ethan considered lying.

“...No.”

Claire smiled victoriously.

“Knew it.”

“You profiling people for fun?”

“It helps during slow shifts.”

“What do you think Daniel from the mechanic shop listens to?”

“Oh, absolutely classic rock.”

“That’s disturbingly accurate.”

“I’m gifted.”

A small laugh escaped Ethan before he could stop it.

The sound surprised both of them slightly.

Claire looked over at him with raised eyebrows.

“Wow. Twice in one night.”

“Don’t make it weird.”

“Too late.”

They continued down Maple Street together while rain whispered softly around them.

Somewhere nearby, wind rustled through wet maple trees lining the sidewalks. A neon motel sign buzzed faintly in the distance.

Ashbourne felt strangely peaceful at this hour.

Lonely.

But peaceful.

Eventually Ethan pointed toward an old apartment building near the corner ahead.

“That’s mine.”

Claire slowed her steps slightly.

The building looked worn down beneath the streetlights. Faded brick walls. Rusted balcony railings. One flickering hallway light near the entrance.

Claire looked up at it quietly.

“Yep,” she said. “Definitely bad water pressure.”

Ethan laughed again despite himself.

“That joke shouldn’t still be funny.”

“And yet.”

They stopped near the entrance stairs.

For a moment, neither moved.

Rain misted softly between them beneath the pale streetlight overhead.

Claire tucked damp hair behind her ear.

“Well,” she said, “thanks for helping me not walk alone with potential serial killers tonight.”

“I think serial killers usually own better jackets.”

“That’s fair.”

Another brief silence came.

Then Claire reached into her coat pocket and pulled out a small folded receipt.

She grabbed a pen from beside it and quickly wrote something down before handing it to him.

Ethan looked at the paper.

A phone number.

Along with a short sentence beneath it:

FREE COFFEE FOR DEPRESSED NIGHT SHIFT WORKERS

He looked back up at her.

Claire shrugged lightly.

“In case you become emotionally unstable and need caffeine.”

Ethan stared at the paper for another second.

Then something unfamiliar tugged quietly at the corner of his chest.

Not happiness exactly.

But maybe the beginning of something warmer than loneliness.

“Thanks,” he said softly.

Claire stepped backward toward the sidewalk.

“Get home safe, Ethan.”

“You too.”

Then she turned and started walking back through the rain-covered street alone.

Ethan watched her for a moment beneath the dim amber glow of Ashbourne’s streetlights.

Eventually she disappeared around the corner near Maple Street.

Only then did Ethan finally head upstairs to his apartment.

But for the first time in a long while...

the silence waiting inside didn’t feel quite as heavy.
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Chapter 2 — Warm Coffee
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The rain stopped sometime before sunrise.

By noon, Ashbourne looked washed out beneath a pale gray sky. Water still clung to sidewalks and gathered along the edges of roads, but the storm itself had faded into cold wind and drifting clouds.

Ethan woke up around three in the afternoon.

His apartment felt stale.

Not dirty exactly. Just lived-in too quietly.

The television remote sat untouched on the coffee table beside unopened mail and an empty bottle of water. A faded hoodie hung over the back of a chair near the kitchen. Somewhere inside the walls, old pipes groaned softly every few minutes.

Ethan lay still for a while, staring at the ceiling.

He usually woke up tired.

Today wasn’t much different.

But something from last night kept replaying quietly in his head.

Warm lights.

Rain against windows.

Claire laughing softly behind the café counter.

He rubbed a hand across his face before sitting up slowly.

The folded receipt still rested inside his jacket pocket hanging near the door.

For some reason, that fact alone felt strangely distracting.

Ethan stood and walked toward the kitchen.

The refrigerator light flickered weakly when he opened it.

Half a carton of eggs. Leftover takeout. Mustard. A beer he didn’t remember buying.

“Healthy,” he muttered to himself.

He closed the fridge again.

Outside the apartment window, Ashbourne moved through another ordinary afternoon. Cars passed below. A dog barked somewhere down the block. Wind stirred through wet trees lining Mercer Street.

Everything looked the same as always.
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trying to stay alive in a quiet town—

until we realized

we were keeping each other warm.”
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