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The bell above the door of Blue Hour Café rang when I stepped inside, the same clear sound I’d been hearing for the past eight months. The place was crowded and fuller than it used to be  but that wasn’t what made me slow down.

It was her.

Mei was already sitting at our usual table near the middle of the room, hands wrapped around a ceramic cup she wasn’t drinking from. She had cut her hair a little shorter since the last time I’d seen her properly. It rested just at her shoulders now, dark and slightly uneven at the ends, like she’d done it without overthinking. She wore a pale grey sweater and loose white jeans. Simple clothes. She always preferred things that didn’t try too hard.

I stood there for a second longer than necessary.

The strange thing about Mei was that nothing about her demanded attention immediately. She wasn’t loud. Wasn’t overly expressive. But the longer you looked, the more precise she became soft steady eyes, the faint habit of pressing her lips together when she was thinking, the way one loose strand of hair kept falling near her cheek no matter how often she tucked it back.

When she finally noticed me, her eyes lifted.

For a brief moment  so brief I almost thought I imagined it her expression warmed the way it used to.

Then it settled into something more careful.

“Hey,” she said.

I walked over and pulled out the chair across from her. Up close, she smelled the same  faint, warm, something clean and quietly familiar. That, at least, hadn’t changed.

“Hey,” I said.

And even with the café full of students talking, milk steaming, Jonas calling out orders behind the counter the space between us felt strangely, deliberately quiet.

Like we had arrived in the middle of a conversation neither of us had finished 

I didn’t sit down right away. For a second I stood there with my hand on the back of the chair, the way you do in places that have started to remember you.

Blue Hour was busy in the familiar way it always was this time of evening. Not chaotic, just full. The espresso machine released steady breaths of steam. Cups touched saucers. Near the window, the same graduate students who seemed permanently installed there were arguing over something on a laptop again. At the counter, Jonas worked with his usual quiet rhythm, sleeves rolled, movements precise without looking rehearsed.

He glanced up when he saw me and gave a small nod. Not surprised. Just noted.

Mei was already at our table.

She had taken the middle one again, the same neutral ground she’d been choosing lately. Her hair rested at her shoulders, slightly uneven at the ends like she had trimmed it herself. She wore a pale sweater and loose white jeans, simple in the careful way she always preferred. Nothing about her asked to be noticed. It just stayed in your line of sight longer than expected.

When I finally pulled the chair out and sat across from her, the faint scent of her reached me. Soft. Clean. Familiar enough that something in my chest tightened before I could stop it.

“You're three minutes late,” she said.

Not accusing. Just precise.

“You’re early by five,” I said.

The corner of her mouth shifted, almost a smile. Months ago it would have stayed longer.

Jonas appeared beside the table with the quiet timing of someone who knew our patterns better than we did.

“Usual?” he asked Mei.

She shook her head once. The ceramic cup in front of her was empty. I was almost certain she had placed it there just to have something to hold.

“Espresso,” she said.

Jonas paused for a fraction of a second. He knew her order history. We both did. But he only gave a short nod and moved back toward the machine, already reaching for the small demitasse cup.

I looked at her. “Since when?”

“Since recently.”

That was the kind of answer she had started giving more often these past few months. Technically complete. Emotionally unfinished.

Her eyes dropped to the table, tracing one of the thin pale lines in the wood. She used to do that when she was thinking through something she wasn’t ready to say yet. The grinder burst to life behind the counter, sharp and familiar, and the smell of fresh coffee deepened in the air.

Mei exhaled slowly through her nose.

“You’ve been hard to reach,” she said quietly, while the espresso machine began to hiss and Jonas set the small white cup beneath the spout. I watched the thin stream of espresso fall into the cup behind her shoulder. Dark at first, then slowly turning the color of polished wood. Jonas always pulled it the same way. He believed in consistency the way some people believe in luck.

“I’ve been working nights,” I said. It sounded reasonable when it left my mouth. Most things do.

Mei nodded once, but it was the kind of nod that meant the information had arrived without changing anything. Her fingers rested lightly around the empty cup in front of her, thumbs touching the rim as if she were measuring its temperature from memory.

The café door opened again. A brief wash of cool air moved through the room before the warmth folded back into place. Mrs. Rowan shuffled past our table on her way to the counter, her soft blue scarf trailing slightly behind her like it always did. She gave me a small, knowing smile. She had been watching people in this café longer than either of us had been coming here.

“You look tired,” Mei said.

Not softly. Not critically. Just observant.

“I am tired.”

This time she looked directly at me, steady and unblinking, like she was trying to decide whether the answer matched something she had already concluded.

Jonas returned and set the espresso down in front of her. The cup was small enough to disappear in her hands when she picked it up. A thin curl of steam rose between us, fragile and temporary.

“Careful,” Jonas said. “It’s hot.”

Mei gave a small nod of thanks. She didn’t drink it right away. Instead she watched the surface for a moment, the way some people watch rain gather on glass.

“You used to hate espresso,” I said.

She lifted the cup slightly, still studying it. “I used to hate a lot of things.”

There was no edge in her voice. That was what made it settle heavier than it should have. Around us, Blue Hour continued in its ordinary rhythm. Someone near the window was laughing again. The grinder clicked off. A spoon tapped lightly against ceramic.

Mei finally brought the cup to her lips and took a small sip. Her expression didn’t change much, but her shoulders straightened almost imperceptibly, like she was adjusting to the bitterness on purpose.

When she set the cup back down, she didn’t look at me immediately.

“I ran into Daniel last week,” she said. For a second I forgot to breathe properly.

It wasn’t the name itself. Daniel had always existed on the quiet edges of my awareness, like background furniture in a room you visit often enough. Practical older brother. Measured voice. The kind of person who noticed more than he commented on.

Still, something in the way Mei said it made the air feel slightly thinner.

“Oh,” I said. “How is he?”

Mei rotated the small espresso cup a few degrees clockwise, then back again, her fingers careful, almost absentminded. The surface of the coffee had already stilled.

“He’s the same,” she said.

That, coming from Mei, could mean almost anything.

Behind her, Jonas called out an order for someone named Rebecca. A chair scraped. The graduate students by the window had moved from quiet disagreement into the soft, stubborn silence that usually follows it. Blue Hour continued being exactly what it always was. Warm. Full. Indifferent.

Mei finally looked up at me.

“He asked about you.”

There it was again. Not heavy. Not light. Just placed carefully between us, like she was setting down something fragile to see if it would crack on its own.

I leaned back slightly in my chair. “That doesn’t sound like him.”

“It isn’t.”

She took another small sip of the espresso. This time her face tightened just a fraction at the bitterness, though she didn’t comment on it. Mei had always been quietly stubborn about things like that. Once she decided to adjust to something, she followed through.

“What did you tell him?” I asked.

For the first time since I sat down, Mei hesitated in a way that wasn’t subtle.

Her eyes dropped briefly to the table. Her thumb brushed once along the rim of the cup. A small movement. Easy to miss if you didn’t know her well.

“I told him we were... fine.”

The word stayed in the air longer than it should have.

At the counter, the espresso machine released a slow, tired breath of steam.

Fine.

It was one of those words people used when they didn’t want to open a door all the way. Not a lie exactly. Not the truth either. Just something placed carefully in between.

Mei seemed to know I was still sitting with it. She didn’t rush to fill the silence. She never did when the silence was doing useful work.

Around us, Blue Hour moved forward without hesitation. A couple near the window stood to leave, their chairs sliding back in soft uneven strokes. Jonas wiped down the counter with slow, practiced circles. Somewhere behind me a phone vibrated repeatedly against wood, insistent and briefly ignored.

Ordinary sounds. Ordinary evening.

That was the strange thing about moments like this. From the outside, nothing ever looked like it was about to matter.

I leaned forward slightly, resting my forearms on the table. The wood was cool under my skin. “Are we?”

Mei’s eyes lifted to mine again.

For a second her expression was unreadable in that familiar way of hers, like she had already walked three steps ahead in the conversation and was deciding whether to come back for me. The thin silver ring caught the café light when her fingers shifted around the espresso cup.

She didn’t answer immediately.

Instead she took another small sip, slower this time, as if she were giving the bitterness her full attention. When she set the cup down, the porcelain made a soft, precise sound against the table.

“You tell me,” she said quietly.

And just like that, the evening folded back on itself a little, the way it sometimes did when something important had already started long before you noticed it. For a moment I didn’t answer her. I just watched the thin ring of espresso clinging to the inside of her cup and tried to remember when conversations between us had started requiring this much careful navigation. “I think we’re trying to be,” I said finally, and even to me it sounded like something balanced too precisely to hold for long. Mei didn’t react right away. She finished the last of the espresso in a slow, deliberate sip, like she had already decided the bitterness was something she was willing to live with.

By the time our cups were nearly empty, the café had shifted into that restless early evening rhythm. People were coming in faster than they were leaving. The graduate students near the window had spread their notes across half the table, voices low but sharp around the edges. Jonas was moving quicker now, still calm but with less space between motions. Mei slid her cup slightly forward, a quiet signal I had learned to recognize months ago. She was ready to go.

I reached for my jacket, but before either of us stood, the air in the café changed.

It started as a voice. Too loud for the room. Too familiar in the wrong way.

An older man stood near the window tables, leaning too close into the graduate students’ space, his smile stretched thin with the kind of confidence that usually meant he had been getting away with small things for too long. One of the girls pushed her chair back sharply, the legs screeching against the floor in a way that cut clean through the café’s layered noise.

“Can you not do that?” she said, her voice tight but steady.

A few conversations nearby faltered. Not stopped. Just... tilted.

The man laughed under his breath and said something I couldn’t fully catch, but the tone of it was enough. The girl stood now, shoulders squared in that particular way people have when they’re trying very hard not to step backward.

Jonas had already looked up from the counter.

Across from me, Mei’s fingers had gone still on the table.

And before I could decide why the scene near the window was starting to feel strangely familiar, something old and half-buried shifted quietly at the back of my mind. The sound of the chair scraping near the window did something strange to my chest. Not sharp. Not sudden. It was slower than that, like a memory waking up carefully, testing the air before fully rising. For a second I was still in Blue Hour, still watching the graduate girl square her shoulders at the old man. Then the present loosened its grip on me, and I was somewhere else entirely.

It had been late summer the first time.

Back when the café still smelled faintly of fresh paint and new wood, before the regulars had settled into their usual seats, before Jonas had learned our orders well enough to start making them when he saw us through the glass. Mei had been sitting across from me in the same chair she was in now, though that afternoon the light had been warmer, spilling through the windows in long, golden strips that made the dust in the air look almost intentional.

She had been wearing that red cotton T-shirt I would come to remember far more clearly than I expected to. It wasn’t bright in an attention-seeking way. Just a steady, comfortable red, softened from too many washes. Her white jeans had been a little loose at the ankles, the fabric folding naturally when she crossed her legs. At the time, I remember thinking she looked like someone who had dressed without standing in front of a mirror too long. There was something quietly honest about that.

We hadn’t known each other well then. Not really. We were still in that careful stage where every sentence carried just a little more weight than it should have.

She had been laughing about something small. I don’t even remember what the joke was now. Something about the way Americans named coffee sizes, I think. But I remember the sound of it. Mei didn’t laugh loudly. Her laughter came out softer, almost surprised, like it had slipped past her before she could stop it. When she leaned forward slightly across the table, one loose strand of her hair had fallen near her cheek, and she had tucked it back with that same absentminded motion she still used now.

It was strange what the mind chose to keep.

Outside the café that day, the street had been quieter than usual. A slow afternoon. A man walking a dog that kept stopping for no clear reason. Wind moving lightly through the thin trees along the sidewalk. Inside, the café had only been half full, the kind of quiet that made every small sound feel gently placed rather than crowded.

At some point during the conversation, Mei had shifted in her seat, reaching for her drink just as someone passing behind her bumped lightly into the back of her chair.

It wasn’t aggressive. Probably not even intentional.

But I remembered the way her body had reacted before her expression did. The brief stiffness in her shoulders. The way her fingers paused around the cup just a fraction too long. It was gone almost immediately, replaced by that same calm surface she wore so naturally, but I had noticed. I didn’t know why I noticed. I just did.

“You okay?” I had asked.

She had looked at me then, really looked, like she was deciding how much of the truth belonged in the room.

“Yeah,” she said, after a second. Then she gave that small half smile. “I just don’t like people standing too close behind me.”

At the time, I hadn’t thought much of it. Everyone had small preferences like that. Small invisible lines they didn’t like crossed. I had nodded, accepted it, and the moment passed the way most moments do when you don’t yet understand which ones are quietly important.

We went back to talking. Back to easy things. Movies. Music. Whether the café would survive its first year. The afternoon stretched in that slow, comfortable way first meetings sometimes do when neither person is trying too hard to impress the other.

But later, just before we left, something else had happened.

An older customer had stopped by our table on his way out. Not the same man as now, but close enough in type that the memory pressed uncomfortably against the present. He had smiled too long at Mei. Said something casual that leaned just slightly in the wrong direction. Nothing openly offensive. Nothing you could easily call out without sounding overly sensitive.

I remember how Mei’s posture changed almost invisibly beside me. How her fingers curled a little tighter around her cup. How her eyes dropped to the table instead of meeting his.

And I remember something else, too.

I hadn’t said anything.

Not because I thought it was fine. Not because I agreed. I just... hadn’t moved fast enough. Hadn’t been sure if I was reading the moment correctly. Hadn’t wanted to create a scene over something that might have meant nothing.

By the time the man walked away, the moment had already closed.Mei had smiled at me afterward like everything was normal. Like nothing had landed wrong. We left the café together that day, stepping out into the soft late afternoon light, our shoulders almost but not quite touching as we walked down the sidewalk.

At the time, it had felt like the beginning of something. Now, sitting across from her while the raised voices near the window sharpened the air inside Blue Hour, I had the quiet, uncomfortable sense that maybe it had also been the first small moment I hadn’t fully understood. The memory loosened its hold on me slowly, like a tide pulling back from shore. The sounds of Blue Hour returned in layers. Cups. Steam. The low, strained voice of the graduate girl near the window. For a second I just sat there, caught between then and now, aware in a way I hadn’t been before of how quietly certain moments stitched themselves into the future.

The old man near the window was still talking, his voice carrying the thin edge of someone who believed the room would eventually bend around him. The girl didn’t sit back down. Her shoulders were set, steady in a way that made the air feel tighter than it should have been. Jonas had already stepped out from behind the counter, calm but unmistakably alert Across from me, Mei hadn’t moved. Her fingers rested near the empty espresso cup, but her posture had gone very still, the way I now recognized too well. Not fear. Not exactly. Something more controlled than that. Something practiced.

I realized, with a slow and uncomfortable clarity, that this wasn’t the first time I had seen that stillness. Not even close. “You okay?” I asked quietly.This time, when she looked at me, there was no hesitation. Just that steady, familiar gaze that always made it hard to tell whether she was holding something back or simply choosing her words carefully.

“I’m fine,” she said.

The same word.

But it didn’t land the same way it used to.

Jonas reached the window table and spoke to the old man in that calm, even tone of his. The kind that didn’t invite argument but didn’t escalate either. After a moment that stretched just long enough to be noticed, the man gave a tight shrug and stepped back, muttering something under his breath as he moved toward the door. The tension in the café didn’t disappear all at once. It dissolved gradually, conversation returning in cautious pieces, like people testing whether it was safe to be normal again.

The graduate girl sat down slowly. Her friend leaned closer to her, speaking in a low voice. Life, in its usual stubborn way, resumed.

Mei finally reached for the espresso cup again, though there was nothing left inside. She turned it slightly between her fingers, thoughtful, distant for just a moment.

“Ready?” she asked.

I nodded.

we stood together, the small familiar choreography of it unfolding without discussion. Chairs slid back into place. Jackets adjusted. For a second we stood side by side near the table where so many of our earlier conversations had felt effortless and unfinished in the best possible way.

On our way out, Jonas gave us a brief look. Not curious. Not intrusive. Just the quiet acknowledgment of someone who had watched enough evenings unfold to know when something unspoken was moving beneath the surface.

Outside, the evening air was cooler than I expected. The sky over Port Alder had settled into that muted blue-gray the city seemed to specialize in, the kind of color that made everything feel briefly suspended between day and night.

We walked a few steps in silence.

Then Mei spoke, almost lightly. “You know... the espresso here is still too bitter.”

I glanced at her.

“But you finished it,” I said.

She looked ahead, not at me this time, and for the first time that evening, her expression softened in a way that felt unguarded.
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