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I first noticed Marissa Rowan months before we'd ever exchanged more than a polite greeting. She came into the café just after opening each morning, always in a long dark coat that moved around her like a shadow with someplace important to be. She had the kind of presence that made people straighten their posture without knowing why, sharp, elegant features, eyes that assessed everything, and a stillness that suggested she was listening for something within her instead of anything happening around her. Even her hair, a glossy dark sweep falling just above her shoulders, seemed too precise, too controlled, too perfect to ever misbehave.

She was striking, in that quietly formidable way that older women sometimes are—forty-six, I later learned, in case you're wondering. I was twenty-three, trying to discern whether I was meant to coast through life serving lattes or finally do something real with my poetry. Yet every time she entered the café, I felt myself pulled toward her orbit. Not romantically, per se, or at least, that’s what I thought at the time. It was more like curiosity sharpened into fascination, the way one might study a famous painting and hope to understand not only the artist but whatever wound or revelation had shaped it.

Her drink was simple: black coffee with a splash of cream, no sugar. She ordered it exactly the same way every day, voice low and smooth and on the deeper side for a woman, yet always somehow just a little tired. After the third week of this ritual, I started having it ready for her the moment she walked in. She always blinked in mild surprise when I slid it across the counter, as if she couldn’t quite believe someone had bothered to anticipate her needs.

“Thank you, Julia,” she would say. I appreciated that she'd learned my name. It made me happier than it should have. Her tone held a hint of relief that slipped through the guarded edges of her otherwise measured speech.

“Of course,” I’d reply with a smile, never adding the part that thrummed in my chest: I look forward to seeing you too.

I had seen her name by accident when she paid with her card one morning. I recognized it immediately, though it was a few days before I realized it was that Marissa Rowan. Her earlier books were stacked in shaded corners of independent bookstores, the ones that loved to champion literary voices over mainstream spectacle. I had even read two of them during my first stint of college. They were sharp, aching, elegant, and unafraid of silence. Much like her.

But the literary world talked about her differently now. A brilliant writer who had gone still. A prodigy who had run out of fire. A once-revolutionary voice who hadn’t published anything of consequence in years. There were genuine whispers that she'd lost it. You never know how much that kind of thing will affect somebody; like when the rumor mill goes wild around a celebrity, you wonder if they're brushing it off or taking everything to heart. I would say that Marissa Rowan was taking those comments about her being a has-been to heart, just based on her everyday demeanor. I didn’t want to believe it, but I saw the potential truth of it in the way she stared at her laptop each morning, touching the keys like they belonged to someone she used to be.
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ONE MORNING, WHEN THE café was empty except for a couple of students whispering over their chemistry notes, I saw Marissa staring blankly at the screen, her posture tense and defeated. She didn’t look like an intimidating genius just then. She looked... tired. Like someone trying very hard not to fall apart.

Without thinking, I left the counter and walked to her table.

“Everything okay?” I asked softly.

She glanced up, startled. “Oh. Yes. Well... no, not exactly. Just... the usual.”

“The usual?” I echoed.

She let out a humorless laugh. “Trying to write. Pretending to write. Wishing I were still someone who could write.” She shook her head. “It’s embarrassing, saying it out loud.”

I felt something warm and bold swell in my chest, stronger than the shyness that usually curled my words inward. I said, “Every masterpiece starts as one imperfect sentence. Maybe today’s the day you find yours.”

She blinked at me, surprise flickering into something gentler. Suprise evolved into curiosity and then gratitude. “Thanks... that’s... unexpectedly encouraging.”

“I specialize in unexpected advice,” I said, trying to sound playful rather than anxious. "Generally, when it's most needed. It's how muses earn their wings."

She smiled at that. A real smile. Small, but enough to make me feel as if the whole atmosphere of the café had brightened in response.

“Thank you, Julia,” she said. “That may in fact have been just what I needed. I’ll... try.”

Her hand brushed mine when I reached to adjust the cream pitcher on her table. It was accidental, completely innocent, but warmth shot through me so sharply I almost sucked in a breath. She didn’t pull away immediately. Instead, her fingers hesitated against mine, just for half a heartbeat, long enough that I saw the faint crease appear between her brows, the sign that she’d felt the moment too. In that single moment, in my mind's eye, we had a torrid love affair, passionate and lusty and sensual, full of big theatrical emotion, operatic in its sweeping scope and the places it took us. In that single moment, we made love a hundred thousand times under the moonlight. I was a lesbian, and as far as I knew, she was not, but that did nothing to alter what was happening in my mind's eye. For a fraction of that single moment, I allowed myself to believe that she was feeling it as well. 

Then she withdrew her hand, clearing her throat lightly.

“I should... get back to it,” she murmured.

“Of course,” I said, cheeks warm. “I’ll get out of your hair. A muse's work is done here, anyway. You best get back to work.”

But she didn’t. Not on that particular day, at least. Marissa stared at the screen again for a long stretch, but now she looked thoughtful instead of defeated, as though something had been stirred awake, something deep within her that she had not previously known was there. 
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THE NEXT MORNING, SHE came in earlier than usual. And instead of quietly getting her coffee and sheepishly heading to her regular corner table, she approached the counter with an energy I hadn’t seen on her before.

“Julia,” she said, lifting an eyebrow in challenge. “What poets do you read?”

The question startled me so much I nearly dropped the milk pitcher I was holding. “Poets?”

“Yes,” she said. “You gave me advice yesterday, remember? Something bold and unexpected. It made me realize something... I've been focusing too much on writing and not enough on reading. I've been banging my head against the work wall, and it just... it just doesn't work that way. I’ve been starving myself of the things I used to love. You've got to feed the inner muse to make her speak. So... humor me. Who inspires you?”

Her intensity was disarming, but also strangely exhilarating. I was further exhilarated by the fact that she knew I was into poetry. I mean, when I got into work, I was often carrying a book or two around with me... but that meant Marissa Rowan had been noticing me more than I'd thought. I tried to conceal my titillation at that new fact, wiping my hands on a towel and considering her question.

“I, uh... I read a lot of contemporary poets. Ocean Vuong, Ada Limón, Tracy K. Smith.” I hesitated. I noticed then that she had a small notepad and pen in her hand, and was writing down names furiously as I said them. I was overwhelmingly flattered that she took my recommendation so seriously. “And an older favorite: Mary Oliver.”

“Which one should I start with?” Marissa asked, still scribbling names in her notepad.

“The one that makes you feel something,” I said. "Read one poem from each of them. The one that makes you feel the most; start with that one."

“Brutally vague," Marissa said, huffing a soft laugh. "You should go into politics. I was hoping for something a bit more specific.”

“Good art doesn't lend itself to simple answers,” I countered.

Her smile deepened. “Fair enough.”
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