
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Nina had always been drawn to the small, bustling coffee shop on the corner of Maple and Fifth. It was a place where time seemed to slow down, where the aroma of roasted beans mingled with the murmur of quiet conversations and the gentle hum of the espresso machine. She often found herself escaping there during lunch breaks or on lazy weekends, seeking a moment of respite from the chaos of her city life. Today, however, her visits felt different. There was a flicker of anticipation she couldn't quite explain.

She stepped inside just as the door jingled softly, a familiar chime welcoming her into a warm cocoon of comforting smells and soft ambient music. The shop was cozy, with walls painted in warm earth tones and shelves lined with books and vintage trinkets. The counter was a polished slab of dark wood, behind which stood John. He was the kind of person who seemed to embody the essence of the place—calm, approachable, with a quiet intensity in his eyes.

John was tall, with broad shoulders and a mop of unruly dark hair that always looked just a little tousled. His hands, Nina often noticed, were large and capable, the kind of hands that could craft a perfect latte or gently hold a fragile object with care. His smile was easy, warm, but there was something about the way he looked at her that made her heart beat a little faster. Maybe it was the way he tilted his head when she ordered, or the subtle way he lingered a second longer than necessary when handing her her drink.

Today, Nina approached the counter with a flutter of nerves, her fingertips brushing against the strap of her bag as she prepared to speak. "Hey, John," she said softly, her voice tentative but hopeful.

He looked up from his coffee-making, his eyes meeting hers with a quiet recognition. "Hey, Nina. The usual?"

She nodded, her cheeks flushing slightly. "Yes, please. And maybe... a little extra foam today. I need something to brighten my morning."

He chuckled, the sound warm and inviting. "You got it." His hands moved deftly, steaming the milk with practiced ease, creating a froth so velvety it looked almost like whipped cream. As he worked, his gaze stayed on her, a slow smile curling at the corners of his mouth.

Nina watched him, feeling a strange warmth spreading through her. She had always admired his quiet competence, the way he seemed to pour his entire focus into each cup he crafted. But today, she wondered if there was more beneath that calm exterior, a flicker of something else she hadn't yet seen.
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