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# Chapter 1

I notice his lips first. Pink. Luscious. Ready to kiss.

That’s the strange thing—not his face, not his voice, not the way he holds the door open for the woman with the stroller. His lips.

They’re curved. Sitting on the café table next to mine, fingers loose around a ceramic mug. There’s something about the way they just... exist there. Still. Patient. Like they’ve never rushed toward anything in their life.

I shouldn’t be looking. I have my own coffee, my own book open to a page I haven’t actually read in twenty minutes. But my eyes keep drifting back. To the way his thumb brushes absently against the handle. To the small scar across his knuckles. To the fact that they look like they’ve built things, held things, waited for things.

Safe things.

I don’t know why that word comes to me. Safe. But it does, and it settles somewhere in my chest that’s been tight for months.

The café Is quiet today. Rain streaks down the windows, blurring the street outside into watercolor grays and muted greens. It’s the kind of October afternoon that makes you want to disappear into corners, into warm drinks, into silence. I’ve been coming here for three weeks now, always choosing this same table by the window, always bringing a book I barely read.

It's easier than going home to an apartment that still echoes with someone else’s voice.

You’re too much.

You’re not enough.

You’re exhausting.

I blink and the words scatter like drops of rain, but they leave their residue. They always do. That’s what eight months with Daniel taught me—how to hear criticisms even in silence, how to doubt even my own thoughts, how to feel like loving someone was a constant performance I kept failing at.

The man shifts In his seat, and I realize I’ve been staring.

Heat creeps up my neck. I drop my gaze to my book, but the words swim meaninglessly. My heart does this stupid flutter thing, embarrassed, like I’m fifteen again instead of twenty-eight.

“Excuse me.”

His voice is lower than I expected. Gentle. Not the kind of gentle that’s performative—the kind that just is.

I look up.

He’s watching me with these gray-blue eyes that remind me of the sky right before it clears after rain. There’s a small smile at the corner of his mouth, tentative, like he’s not sure if speaking to me is allowed.

“I think this is yours,” he says, and holds out my scarf.

I didn’t even realize it had slipped from the back of my chair. It’s cream-colored, soft wool, the one thing I bought myself after the breakup because I needed something that felt like comfort I could wrap around myself.

“Oh,” I breathe, reaching for it. “Thank you.”

Our fingers don’t touch, but they come close. Close enough that I notice his nails are neat, clean. Close enough that I catch the faint scent of something woodsy—cedar, maybe, or sandalwood.

“It’s a good spot,” he says, nodding toward the window. “For rainy days.”

I don’t know what to say to that. It feels like he’s offering me more than just an observation about seating. Like he’s saying he understands why someone would choose corners and windows and the gentle anonymity of cafés on gray afternoons.

“It is,” I manage. My voice sounds rusty, underused. How long has it been since I’ve had a real conversation with a stranger? With anyone who wasn’t my sister calling to check if I was still functioning?

He lingers for just a moment—not too long, not awkwardly, just enough to let me know the door to further conversation is open if I want it.

I don’t say anything else. I’m not ready. I don’t even know what ready would feel like anymore.

So he nods, a small acknowledgment that holds no judgment, and returns to his table. Returns to his patient hands and his coffee and the book I now notice is something about architecture. He doesn’t look at me again, doesn’t make me feel watched or pressured or like I owe him anything for the small kindness of returning my scarf.

And somehow, that makes me want to cry.

Not sad tears. Something else. Something that feels like relief, maybe. Like I’ve been bracing for impact for so long that the absence of collision confuses my entire body.

I wrap the scarf around my shoulders even though the café is warm, and I let myself steal one more glance at him.

He’s reading, really reading, with the kind of focus that suggests he’s genuinely interested in whatever he’s learning. There’s no phone on the table. No laptop. Just him and a book and coffee going cold while rain traces patterns on the glass.

Something in my chest loosens. Just a fraction. Just enough that I can take a full breath for the first time today.

I don’t know his name. I don’t know if I’ll see him again. But for these few quiet moments, sitting near someone who seems to exist at the same gentle pace as rain on windows, I remember what it feels like to not be afraid of another person’s presence.

To not have to perform or explain or defend the space I’m taking up.

To just... be.

I turn back to my book, and this time, I actually read the words.

Outside, the rain continues to fall, washing the city clean in soft, steady rhythms that sound almost like hope.

# Chapter 2

He’s here again.

Three days later, and I spot him the moment I push through the café door, shaking rain from my hair. Same table—well, not the same, but close to where he sat before. Near the window. Near me.

My stomach does something complicated.

I tell myself it’s nothing. People have routines. I have routines. This is my café on rainy afternoons, but it can be his too. The world doesn’t rearrange itself around my need for safe, anonymous corners.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Hold Me, Close!

Yashi Singh





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





