
 

The Café 

Tong Qiu 

The Cafe’s Familiar Haze 

The coffee shop is tucked away, half-forgotten, at the end of a narrow street where the 

city’s noise fades into a softer hum. I find myself here again, like a bird returning to its empty 

nest, unsure if it’s the memory of comfort or the echo of habit.  

The space hasn’t changed much — the same old wooden tables, worn smooth by years of 

idle fingers tracing invisible paths. The light filters through the dusty windows, casting a golden 

haze that makes the room feel caught between time zones, as if it exists just slightly out of sync 

with the rest of the world. The air is warm, heavy with the scent of roasted coffee and something 

faintly sweet, like a promise that never quite materializes. 

I settle into my usual seat by the window, the one that gives me a view of the street 

outside but keeps me cocooned in the shadows inside. It’s comforting, this place — not because 

of what it is, but because of what it was. 

Today, there’s a change in the air. It’s almost imperceptible, like the shift in temperature 

before a storm. The chatter of the patrons seems distant, muffled, as if I’m listening from 

underwater. I watch the steam rise from my untouched cup of coffee, curling upwards in delicate 

spirals, and for a fleeting moment, it looks like smoke from a fading fire.  

I can’t help but wonder if you still come here. If you ever sit in a different corner now, 

hidden from my view, watching me the way I once watched you. I shake the thought away. It’s 
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foolish, I know, but it’s the kind of foolishness I’ve grown comfortable with — the kind that 

tethers me to something real, or at least, something that felt real. 

Outside, the city moves on, oblivious. A blur of colors and movement, people hurrying 

past with purpose, as if they know exactly where they’re headed. I envy them, sometimes. The 

certainty, the forward momentum. It’s a luxury I no longer possess. Here, in this place that feels 

like a still photograph, I’m caught in a loop, replaying the same scene over and over, hoping that 

maybe, this time, the ending will change. 

The Weight of Memory 

The minutes slip by, blurring together with the rising steam from my cup. I’m not 

drinking it — I never do. It’s not the coffee I come here for. It’s the feeling, the faint, lingering 

hope that maybe, just maybe, I’ll catch a glimpse of something familiar. Not you, necessarily. 

I’ve long stopped believing in such direct miracles. But a sign, a sensation, a moment that 

flickers like the spark of recognition you feel when a forgotten song plays on the radio. 

I trace the rim of the cup with my finger, a habit I picked up from you. You always said it 

was a way of feeling the warmth twice — once with your lips, once with your touch. I used to 

tease you about it, laughing at your strange, poetic ways, but here I am now, tracing circles as if I 

could draw you back to me with these invisible lines. 

The barista, a young woman with kind eyes, brings a fresh pot to the table next to mine. I 

notice her glancing at me briefly, almost like she’s about to say something, but she thinks better 

of it. I’ve seen that look before — pity disguised as politeness. It’s as if she can sense it: the 

emptiness that sits across from me, filling the chair where you once did. I want to tell her, “It’s 
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fine. I’m fine.” But the words feel heavy, too heavy to lift, so I just nod and return to my 

thoughts. I’ve become an artifact of this place, like the chipped mugs and the faded menu board. 

Something familiar but slightly out of place, a relic of another time. 

A part of me knows I should leave, that coming here is like picking at a wound that’s 

already scarred over. But there’s a comfort in the pain, a perverse kind of satisfaction in 

revisiting the past, even if it hurts. It’s like pressing your thumb into a bruise, just to remind 

yourself it’s still there, that it still meant something. 

Outside, the rain begins to fall, tapping gently against the windowpane. The droplets race 

each other down the glass, leaving thin, winding trails. I can’t help but think about the way you 

used to draw shapes in the fogged-up glass, your finger tracing patterns I’d pretend not to notice. 

Hearts, stars, little scribbles of love notes that would fade almost as quickly as you wrote them. 

I reach out, almost unconsciously, and draw a heart on the foggy window, just like you 

used to. It’s a small gesture, but the feeling that wells up inside me is enormous — a tidal wave 

of memory that crashes over me, pulling me under. I close my eyes, just for a second, and it feels 

like I’m drowning, not in water, but in the past, in everything we used to be. 

When I open my eyes, the heart is gone, erased by the heat of the glass. I stare at the 

empty spot where it was, feeling the sharp sting of its absence. It’s a stupid thing, really — a 

heart drawn in steam, disappearing in an instant. But it feels like a metaphor I can’t ignore, like 

the universe is trying to tell me something. 

I shake my head, pushing the thought away, but it lingers, heavy and unspoken, like the 

question I never got to ask you. The question I still don’t have an answer for. 

3 



 

“Why did you leave?” 

I’ve asked it a thousand times in my mind, to the point where it’s lost its meaning, just 

another line in the script of my memories. But today, sitting here in the warmth of the cafe while 

the rain falls outside, it feels fresh, raw, like an open wound I’ve only just discovered. 

The door to the coffee shop swings open, and a gust of cold air rushes in, sending a shiver 

down my spine. I look up instinctively, almost expecting to see you standing there, shaking off 

the rain. But it’s not you. Of course, it’s not. 

It’s someone else — a stranger, bundled up in a long coat, their face half-hidden by the 

hood. They glance around the room, as if searching for something, and for a brief, ridiculous 

moment, I think they might be looking for me. I hold my breath, waiting. But they turn away, 

choosing a table far from mine, and the moment passes, leaving me feeling foolish, like I’ve 

been caught believing in a fairytale I should have outgrown long ago. 

The Ripple of Unseen Echoes 

The rain outside intensifies, pounding against the window like impatient fingers 

drumming on a table. The sound fills the cafe, a steady, rhythmic beat that seems to synchronize 

with the pounding of my heart. I try to focus on the book in front of me — an old, dog-eared 

collection of poetry that used to be ours. The words blur together, unreadable, as if they’ve lost 

their meaning without you here to share them. 

I glance around the room, noticing how the light has dimmed, casting longer shadows 

that stretch across the floor. The place feels different today, heavier somehow, like it’s holding its 

breath, waiting for something. The usual clatter of cups and the low murmur of conversation 
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have softened, replaced by a hushed stillness. It’s as if the cafe itself has become a witness to my 

quiet desperation, the way it once bore witness to our laughter and whispered secrets. 

My gaze drifts to the far corner of the room, to the table where we always sat together. 

It’s empty, of course, but for a moment, I see us there — your head tilted back in laughter, your 

fingers brushing against mine. It’s so vivid, so real, that I almost believe I could walk over and 

touch you, feel the warmth of your skin. But when I blink, the vision dissolves, leaving behind 

only the cold, empty chair. 

The door opens again, and a gust of wind sends a shiver through the room. I don’t look 

up this time. I’ve learned not to. It’s too easy to mistake a stranger’s silhouette for your own, to 

let hope rise unbidden in my chest, only to have it crash down when I see their unfamiliar face. 

But then, a voice cuts through the silence, low and soft, like the first notes of a song I haven’t 

heard in years. “I thought I might find you here.” 

My breath catches. I know that voice. I’d know it anywhere, even after all this time. 

I turn slowly, half-expecting it to be another trick of the mind, a phantom conjured by my 

own longing. But it’s not. It’s you, standing there in the doorway, dripping wet from the rain, 

your hair plastered to your forehead, your coat hanging heavy on your shoulders. You look 

almost exactly the same, but there’s something different in your eyes — a depth, a darkness that 

wasn’t there before. 

I can’t speak. The words are stuck in my throat, tangled up with the emotions I’ve been 

trying to swallow for years. I just stare at you, feeling a rush of disbelief, anger, love — all of it 

crashing together like the waves of a storm-tossed sea. 
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You step closer, your eyes scanning my face like you’re searching for something, some 

sign that I’m still the person you left behind. I want to say a thousand things — to ask you why 

you left, where you’ve been, if you ever thought of me — but I can’t form a single sentence. All 

I manage is a whispered, “You’re here.” 

You nod, your expression unreadable. “I didn’t think I’d see you again,” you say, and 

there’s a softness in your voice that makes my chest ache. I laugh, a brittle, broken sound. “I 

come here a lot. I guess I thought I might see you, too.” 

The silence stretches between us, thick with unspoken words. I can feel the eyes of the 

other patrons on us, curious, but I can’t look away from you. It’s like the rest of the world has 

fallen away, and there’s only us, standing in this moment suspended in time. 

“Can I sit?” you ask, gesturing to the empty chair across from me. 

I nod, unable to trust my voice. You sit down slowly, like you’re afraid the chair might 

collapse under the weight of everything we left unsaid. 

For a long time, neither of us speaks. We just sit there, staring at each other, trying to 

bridge the gap that’s grown between us. I notice the little changes in your face — the faint lines 

at the corners of your eyes, the way your smile seems softer, more hesitant. You look older, but 

there’s a familiarity in the way you hold your coffee, cradling it in both hands like it’s something 

precious. 

“I’ve missed this place,” you say quietly, glancing around the cafe. “I thought about it a 

lot. About us.” 
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The words hit me like a physical blow. I swallow hard, trying to keep my composure. 

“Did you?” I ask, my voice rough with emotion. 

You nod. “More than I can say.” 

I want to believe you. God, I want to believe you so badly. But there’s a part of me that’s 

still raw, still bleeding from the wound you left behind. “Why now?” I ask, my voice sharper 

than I intended. “Why come back now, after all this time?” 

You look down at your coffee, as if the answer is written in the swirling steam. “I don’t 

know,” you admit. “I just... felt like I needed to see you. To see if it was still real.” 

The honesty in your voice disarms me, and for a moment, I feel the old, familiar pull — 

the magnetic force that drew me to you all those years ago. But then I remember the nights I 

spent alone, staring at the empty chair across from me, wondering if you’d ever think of me 

again. 

“I’m not sure if it is,” I say, my voice barely more than a whisper. 

You look up at me, and there’s a flicker of something in your eyes — fear, maybe, or 

regret. “I guess that’s what I came here to find out.” 

The Edge of a Second Chance 

The tension between us is palpable, like the charged air before a lightning strike. We sit 

in silence, the rain outside a relentless drumbeat, echoing the unspoken questions hanging in the 

space between us. You take a sip of your coffee, your hands trembling slightly, and for the first 
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time, I see it: the vulnerability you’re trying to hide. It’s there, just beneath the surface, a raw 

wound you haven’t let heal. 

“Do you remember the last time we were here?” you ask, your voice barely above a 

whisper. 

I nod slowly. “How could I forget?” 

It was a summer afternoon, years ago. The light was brighter then, and the room buzzed 

with the laughter of strangers who felt like friends. We sat at this very table, side by side, our 

knees touching under the table. You had a newspaper folded open, pretending to read, but you 

kept glancing at me, smiling in that way that made me feel like I was the only person in the 

world. We had no idea it would be our last time together. No idea that the very next day, you 

would be gone without a word, leaving me to sift through the pieces of our shattered memories. I 

remember searching for you in every corner of this cafe, looking for an explanation that never 

came. 

You put the cup down, your eyes meeting mine with a kind of quiet desperation. “I 

thought I was doing the right thing,” you say, your voice cracking. “I thought... maybe you’d be 

better off without me.” 

“Better off?” I echo, the bitterness in my voice surprising even me. “You thought I’d be 

better off losing you without a goodbye? Without knowing why?” 

You flinch, as if my words are arrows piercing your skin. “I was scared,” you admit. “I 

was scared that if I told you the truth, you’d hate me. And I couldn’t bear the thought of you 

hating me.” 

8 



 

“Hate you?” I laugh, a hollow sound that feels foreign in my throat. “I never hated you. I 

just... needed to know why. I needed something to hold onto, to make sense of it all.” 

You reach across the table, your fingers hovering just inches from mine. I can feel the 

heat of your hand, like a flame I’m afraid to touch. “I made a mistake,” you say, and the 

simplicity of those words breaks something inside me. “I thought I was protecting you, but I was 

only protecting myself.” 

The truth of it hangs in the air, stark and undeniable. I want to tell you it’s too late, that 

the apology I’ve been waiting for doesn’t change anything. But as I look into your eyes, I see the 

same fear, the same longing that’s been haunting me for years. 

I take a deep breath, my heart pounding in my chest like a wild animal trying to escape. 

“What do you want from me?” I ask, the question raw, stripped of any pretense. 

You look down, your gaze falling to your hands, clenched tight around the empty cup. “I 

want...” You hesitate, as if the words are too heavy to lift. “I want to know if there’s still a 

chance. If we could try again.” 

The question lingers, echoing in my mind. It’s everything I once dreamed of hearing, the 

chance to rewrite our story, to pick up the pieces and make something whole. But now, faced 

with the reality of it, I don’t know if I can. I don’t know if I should. 

The rain has softened into a gentle drizzle, the kind that feels like a sigh from the earth. 

Outside, the city seems to hold its breath, waiting for my answer. I look out the window, 

watching the raindrops cling to the glass before they slide down, leaving trails that vanish almost 
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instantly. It reminds me of the tears I never let fall, the ones I swallowed back, day after day, 

pretending I was fine. 

“I don’t know,” I whisper finally, and it feels like a confession, a release. “I don’t know if 

I can trust you again. I don’t know if I want to.” 

You nod, a shadow of resignation passing over your face. “I understand,” you say softly. 

“I just... needed to ask.” 

For a moment, we sit there in silence, letting the weight of our shared history settle 

between us. It feels like standing at the edge of a cliff, looking down at the churning sea below, 

knowing that one step could send us tumbling into the unknown. 

And then, something unexpected happens. You smile. It’s a small, sad smile, but it’s real. 

“You’re different now,” you say, almost to yourself. “You’ve changed.” 

I nod, feeling a strange sense of relief at your words. “So have you.” 

It’s the first honest thing we’ve said all day, and it feels like a balm on a wound I didn’t 

know was still bleeding. You push back your chair, standing up slowly, as if your body is 

reluctant to leave. I expect you to say something else, to make one last plea, but instead, you just 

look at me, a soft, lingering gaze that feels like a farewell. 

Without a word, you turn and walk to the door. I watch you go, half-expecting you to 

look back, but you don’t. You step out into the rain, and the door swings shut behind you, leaving 

me alone once again. 
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For a long moment, I just sit there, staring at the empty chair across from me. The rain 

taps gently against the window, a soft, rhythmic sound that feels almost like a heartbeat. I close 

my eyes, and for the first time, I let myself feel it all — the love, the loss, the anger, the longing. 

I let it wash over me, like the rain washing the city clean. When I open my eyes, I realize 

something. It’s not the love I’ve been holding onto all these years. It’s the idea of love, the 

memory of something that once was, but no longer is. The ghost I’ve been chasing wasn’t you. It 

was my own fear of letting go. 

I stand up, leaving my unfinished coffee on the table. As I walk out the door, the rain 

touches my face, and I feel the sharp sting of cold, a shock that jolts me into the present moment. 

I take a deep breath, tasting the wet air, and for the first time in years, I feel something like relief. 

I don’t look back. 

 

 

*Please do not start the next chapter yet* 

*Write down what you think will happen next* 

*Then, continue reading the next chapter*  

 

 

 

11 



 

The Unexpected Goodbye 

I step outside, and the rain has softened to a gentle mist, hanging in the air like the 

memory of a kiss. The city feels different now, quieter somehow, as if it’s taken a deep breath 

and let it out slowly. I stand there for a moment, letting the cool drops fall on my face, mingling 

with the remnants of old tears. 

It should feel like closure. I should feel lighter, now that the conversation I’d replayed a 

thousand times in my head has finally happened. But instead, there’s a strange emptiness, a 

hollow ache that pulses in time with the rain. It’s like I’ve reached the end of a song I never 

wanted to stop playing. 

I turn to glance back at the cafe one last time, but as I do, I see something that makes me 

freeze. There, through the fogged-up window, is your silhouette, sitting at our old table. The 

same table where we shared our first date, where we laughed until we couldn’t breathe. My heart 

skips a beat, and for a split second, I think you’ve come back, that you’ve changed your mind. 

But then the fog clears, and I see it clearly. 

It’s not you. It’s someone who looks almost exactly like you, down to the curve of their 

smile, the way they tilt their head as they look out the window. It’s uncanny, like staring into a 

photograph that’s come to life, a perfect replica of the person I loved. They even have the same 

notebook open in front of them, fingers tapping lightly against the pages in a rhythm I recognize 

— the rhythm you used to tap when you were thinking. 
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I feel a rush of disbelief, my mind scrambling to make sense of what I’m seeing. I want to 

walk back inside, to confront this lookalike, to demand an explanation. But my feet are rooted to 

the spot, as if the ground itself is holding me back. 

The figure looks up, meeting my gaze through the glass. For a moment, our eyes lock, 

and I feel a jolt of something electric, like a shock to the system. It’s the same look you used to 

give me — that soft, knowing smile, the one that always made me feel like you could see straight 

into my soul. 

And then they mouth something, slow and deliberate, as if they want me to understand. 

“Goodbye.” 

The word hits me like a punch to the gut. I don’t know if it’s my mind playing tricks on 

me, or if this is some strange, impossible coincidence. But in that moment, I feel it — the 

finality, the real, raw ending I never allowed myself to accept. 

The figure stands up, leaving their coffee untouched, just like you used to. They turn 

away, heading for the door, but I don’t wait to see them leave. I turn on my heel, walking away 

quickly, as if I’m running from a ghost. 

The rain pours down harder now, soaking through my clothes, but I don’t care. I walk 

faster, my breath coming in short, sharp bursts, like I’ve been sprinting. My heart pounds in my 

chest, a wild, unsteady beat that feels like it might tear me apart. 

And then I stop, right in the middle of the street. The rain pelts down, drumming against 

the pavement, but I barely notice. I realize, all at once, that I’ve been chasing something that 
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doesn’t exist. That the love I lost wasn’t taken from me. I let it go, piece by piece, every time I 

chose to look back instead of forward. 

I laugh, a sound that surprises me with its rawness. It’s not a laugh of joy or relief — it’s 

a laugh of disbelief, of finally understanding the cruel joke I played on myself all these years. I 

look up at the sky, the raindrops stinging my face like tiny needles, and I feel the strangest thing. 

It’s not sorrow. It’s not regret. It’s a kind of clarity, a sharp, clean break, like a bone resetting 

after a fracture. 

For the first time, I don’t feel the urge to go back. I don’t feel the pull of the cafe, or the 

weight of your memory. It’s like the fog has lifted, and I can see the road ahead of me, clear and 

unencumbered. 

I take a deep breath, tasting the wet air, and I whisper it into the rain, the final word I’ve 

been too afraid to say: 

“Goodbye.” 

And this time, I mean it. 

The rain slows to a drizzle, the world settling back into its usual rhythm. I turn away from 

the cafe, my steps steady, my heart lighter than it’s been in years. I don’t know where I’m going, 

but for the first time, it doesn’t matter. 

I’m walking away from the past, and I’m not looking back. 
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