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The September morning mist clung to everything at Cambria College's cross-country course, turning the air thick enough to taste. I stood at the starting line with a paper cup of our signature black sesame latte warming my hands, watching Savannah bounce on her toes in her crimson and gold uniform. The fabric was thin enough that I could see every muscle in her legs flexing.

"She's going to destroy them," Amy said beside me, her own coffee steaming in the cool air. She wore one of my flannel shirts over her jeans, the sleeves rolled up to her elbows. It hung loose on her small frame, but she'd insisted on wearing it when we left the house that morning.

Maya stood on my other side, her phone out but not recording yet. "The other runners keep looking at her. They know who she is."

They weren't the only ones looking. I felt the weight of dozens of eyes on our little group, heard the whispers that had become background noise to our lives over the past three months.

"That's him, Coffee Daddy."

"All three of them? Really?"

"My roommate applied to work there last week. Said the shop was packed."

"I heard they're making bank from sponsorships now."

I took another sip of coffee and tried to focus on Savannah's pre-race routine. She was doing high knees now, her ponytail whipping with each movement. The sheen of warming muscles made her skin glow in the filtered sunlight. Twenty-one years old and in the best shape of her life, about to start her senior year season.

"Here we go," Maya said, finally raising her phone to start recording.

The starter called the runners to their marks. Savannah crouched at the line, her face shifting into that focused expression I'd seen a hundred times now. Gone was the playful girl who'd covered herself in whipped cream to seduce me. This was Savannah the competitor, the one who'd qualified for regionals last year and had her sights set on nationals.

"Good luck, Savannah!" Amy called out, and several heads turned our way.

I caught the eye of a woman about my age standing with what was clearly her college-aged daughter. The woman's expression was pure judgment, her mouth pressed into a thin line. Her daughter, though, was looking at us with obvious curiosity, maybe even envy.

The gun fired, and the pack of runners surged forward. Savannah shot out near the front, her stride long and efficient. The course wound through the campus grounds, disappearing into a grove of eucalyptus trees before emerging near the athletic fields. We'd only see the runners at the start and finish, with one glimpse as they passed the halfway point.

"God, look at her go," Amy said, shading her eyes to watch until Savannah disappeared into the trees.

I turned to scan the crowd of spectators. Parents mostly, some students, a few people who looked like they were just out for morning walks and had stopped to watch. More than a few were looking at us and trying to be subtle about it. A group of college girls stood together near the fence, whispering and giggling while shooting glances our way. I tried to avoid eye contact with anyone other than Amy and Maya as the minutes ticked by.

"Mr. Hartwell?"

I turned to find a young woman, maybe nineteen, with a press badge hanging around her neck. "I'm Sarah from the campus newspaper. Could I ask you a few questions about—"

"No comment," Maya said, stepping between us with practiced ease. "We're here to support Savannah's race."

The girl persisted. "But the cultural impact of your relationship has been significant. There's been a twenty percent increase in age-gap relationships reported on college campuses nationwide since your story went viral."

"Made up statistic," Amy said quietly.

"Please," the reporter continued. "Just a quick quote about—"

"They're coming around for the halfway mark," someone shouted, and everyone's attention shifted back to the course.

The lead pack emerged from the trees, and Savannah was right there, running in second place behind a tall girl with longer legs. But I knew Savannah's race strategy by now. She always held back in the middle, saving her kick for the final stretch. Her form was perfect, shoulders relaxed, breathing controlled.

She glanced toward us as she passed, and I saw her smile slightly before refocusing on the path ahead. The pack disappeared again, heading into the back portion of the trail.

"She’s trending again," Maya said, checking her phone. "Some students are live-streaming the race.”

Of course they were. Everything we did ended up online now. I'd hired two older women to help at the shop specifically because they were in their fifties and had zero interest in social media or becoming part of what the internet had dubbed my "harem." Margaret and Ingrid were competent and completely uninterested in anything beyond making good coffee and getting paid. They also came as a packaged deal due to being lifelong friends, which meant they worked well together. They gave the four of us the flexibility to actually have lives outside the shop.

"Oh, that's interesting," Amy said, nodding toward the other side of the course.

I followed her gaze and saw what had caught her attention. A girl who couldn't have been older than twenty was standing very close to a man with gray hair and a wedding ring, her hand on his arm as they watched the race. He leaned down to whisper something in her ear, and she laughed, pressing closer to him.

"That's Professor Williams from the Economics department," Maya said. "And that's definitely not his wife."

"The Coffee Daddy effect," Amy said with a smirk.

I shook my head. "We didn't invent age-gap relationships."

"No, but you made them trendy," Maya said.

Before I could respond, another girl who couldn't have been older than nineteen interrupted us, her phone already out. She wore running shorts and a Cambria College sweatshirt, her hair in elaborate braids that must have taken hours.

"Excuse me," she said, eyes bright with excitement. "You're Cole from Latte Love, right?”

I winced before looking up at her. Here we go again.

"Could I get a selfie? My followers would die." She was already turning her phone toward us, not really waiting for permission. "Are these your girlfriends?”

Amy sighed and then rubbed the bridge of her nose. She still wasn't comfortable with the attention, even after months of it. Maya handled it better, stepping slightly forward to block Amy from the phone's view.

"We're here to watch the race," Maya said, her voice carrying that careful neutrality she used with overeager fans. "Maybe after?"

The girl looked disappointed but nodded, backing away while still filming. "I've applied to work at your shop three times," she called out. "I make amazing coffee, and I have ten thousand TikTok followers!"

She wasn't the first. Or the tenth. Or the fiftieth. Ever since our relationship went public, Latte Love had been flooded with applications from young women who saw joining our "harem" as their ticket to internet fame. They'd show up in increasingly revealing outfits, make increasingly obvious innuendos, post thirst traps tagged with our location.

“Thank God for Margaret and Ingrid,” Amy said under her breath.

“Amen to that,” Maya responded.

The crowd started buzzing. The runners were coming in for the final stretch. I moved closer to the fence, Amy and Maya flanking me. Through the trees, I could see flashes of color as the athletes approached.

Savannah burst from the tree line in the lead. Somehow, she'd passed the tall girl and opened up a gap of at least ten meters. Her face was fierce with concentration, her stride eating up the ground. The crowd erupted in cheers, and I found myself yelling too, not caring who stared.

"Go, baby! Finish strong!"

She powered through the final stretch, her lead increasing with every step. When she crossed the finish line, her arms went up in victory for just a moment before she bent over, hands on her knees, gasping for air.

I was already moving, jogging toward the finish area. The official tried to stop me, but Savannah saw me coming and straightened up, her face breaking into an exhausted grin. She stumbled forward, and I caught her, her sweaty body colliding with mine in an embrace that was probably too intimate for public consumption.

"Did you see that kick?" she gasped against my chest. "Came out of nowhere. Coach is going to flip."

"You were incredible," I said, not caring that her sweat was soaking through my shirt, not caring that at least a dozen phones were pointed at us.

She pulled back to look at me, her cheeks flushed from exertion, loose strands of hair stuck to her forehead. "Kiss me."

"Savannah, everyone's watching—"

"I just won my season opener by fifteen seconds. Kiss me."

So I did. Her lips tasted like salt and that energy drink she'd had in the car and I loved every bit of it. The crowd's reaction was mixed - some cheers, some gasps, at least one disgusted "ugh" from someone's parent. When we separated, Savannah was grinning like she'd won another race.

"God, you two are gross," Maya said, but she was smiling as she filmed us. "Adorable, but gross."

Amy handed Savannah a water bottle. "That was amazing. You destroyed them."

"It's just the first meet," Savannah said, but she was glowing with pride. "Lots of season left."

Her coach appeared, an older woman who looked at me with barely concealed disapproval before focusing on Savannah. "Nice finish, Savannah. But we need to talk about pacing. You can't rely on that kick every race."

"Yes, Coach," Savannah said, still breathing hard.

"Team meeting after everyone finishes," the coach said, then walked away without acknowledging the rest of us.

We stayed to watch Savannah's teammates cross the line. They trickled in over the next few minutes, most of them giving our group curious looks. Savannah had become something of a celebrity on the team, though not necessarily in a good way. Some of her teammates thought the attention was a distraction. Others were clearly jealous of her viral fame.

After the team meeting, which consisted mainly of the coach analyzing everyone's performance while shooting disapproving glances my way, we finally made our way to my Latte Love van. Savannah had changed into sweats and a Cambria College hoodie, her hair still damp with sweat.

"Can we swing by the campus food court at the student center,” she said. “They open at 11 and I'm starving. I want pizza and Chinese food and maybe a burger."

“Is that all?” Maya teased.

“Can’t risk losing this jiggle,” Savannah smirked, locking eyes with me right as she reached back and smacked her own butt.

I rolled my eyes at her.

“Don’t act like you don’t wanna lick the sweat off me before I shower, Bossman,” Savannah cooed, earning an immediate groan from the other girls.

“Ok, wow, Maya and I will definitely be sitting that one out,” Amy said, wrinkling her nose.

I just shook my head as I maneuvered the van toward the main road. Along the way, I noticed the girl with the older man watching us leave. She smiled and waved, like we were part of some secret club now. The Older Man, Younger Woman Club. The Age Gap Association. The Coffee Daddy Collective.

Christ, what had we done?
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The campus food court hit me with a wall of noise and grease-scented air that transported me back to college, except this time I was the guy with gray in his hair that students gave weird looks. Savannah bounded ahead, still riding her runner's high, while Amy and Maya flanked me like bodyguards against the inevitable attention we'd draw.

The space sprawled across what must have been half the student center's ground floor, every chain restaurant and food stall you could imagine crammed together under fluorescent lights that made everyone look slightly green. Students clustered around plastic tables, textbooks competing for space with trays of food, conversations bouncing off the low ceiling in an endless echo. A group of guys in fraternity letters occupied one corner, throwing French fries at each other. Three girls in matching sorority sweatshirts huddled over a single salad, phones out, documenting every bite.

I felt ancient.

"Pizza first," Savannah announced, already in line at the Italian place. Her Cambria College hoodie had ridden up slightly, exposing a strip of toned stomach that made the guy behind her in line do a double-take. "Then Chinese. Then burgers. Maybe tacos."

"You're going to explode," Amy said, but she was smiling as she watched Savannah order two slices of pepperoni.

"I just ran five kilometers in seventeen minutes," Savannah said, balancing her tray as she moved to the next stall. "I've earned this."

She ordered orange chicken, fried rice, and spring rolls from the Chinese place. Then a bacon cheeseburger and onion rings from the grill. By the time we found a table—one of the few that could accommodate all her food—she'd also acquired a smoothie and a soft pretzel.

"This is obscene," Maya said, pulling out her phone. "I have to document this."

Savannah grinned and flexed her bicep while taking a massive bite of pizza. "Fuel for the machine, baby."

The first student approached before Savannah had finished her first slice. A girl, maybe eighteen, with purple-streaked hair and a nose ring. She held her phone like a shield.

"Sorry to interrupt," she said, though she clearly wasn't. "Are you the Latte Love people?"

"We're eating," I said, trying for polite but firm.

She ignored me entirely, focusing on Savannah. "You just won the race, right? That was incredible. And you're all really together? Like, all four of you?"

More students had noticed us now. I could see them pointing, whispering, phones emerging from pockets and bags. A guy in a backwards baseball cap was definitely filming us from two tables over.

"We're just having lunch," Amy said, her voice carrying that professional edge she used with difficult customers.

But the purple-haired girl persisted. "Can I just get one quick picture? You guys are like, relationship goals."

"Relationship goals?" I repeated, unable to keep the disbelief out of my voice. "We're not—"

"Sure," Savannah said, mouth full of orange chicken. She threw her arm around the girl's shoulders, pulled her down for a selfie that definitely captured me looking irritated in the background. "There you go."

The girl squealed and rushed off, already posting. But she'd opened the floodgates. Two more students approached immediately, then three more. Soon our table was surrounded by college kids wanting photos, asking invasive questions, treating us like some kind of zoo exhibit.

"Have you thought about starting an OnlyFans?" one boy asked, his face red but determined.

"Do you only date younger women?" a girl asked me directly, her tone somewhere between curious and accusatory.

"Are you hiring?" another girl asked, leaning forward so her low-cut top was directly in my eyeline. "I make amazing coffee and I'm very... dedicated."

Maya handled them with a smile, deflecting the worst questions while somehow making each person feel acknowledged. Amy had gone quiet, her shoulders tense, picking at her salad. Savannah just kept eating, occasionally waving at people with a spring roll.

That's when I saw it.

Through the glass wall that separated the food court from the main corridor, a small storefront sat dark and empty. A FOR LEASE sign hung crooked in the window. The counter was still there, an espresso machine covered in dust visible in the dim light filtering through the dirty glass. The campus café, clearly defunct.

"That used to be Grind Time," Savannah said, following my gaze. She'd finally made a dent in her food mountain. "Closed over the summer. Couldn't compete once we went viral. Everyone wanted to make the trip into town for the real Latte Love experience."

I stood up, drawn to the empty space. The crowd of students parted reluctantly, still filming as I walked to the glass wall for a better look. It was bigger than I'd first thought—maybe twelve hundred square feet. Good location, constant foot traffic, captive audience of caffeine-addicted students.

"You're thinking about it," Amy said, appearing at my elbow.

"No," I said automatically.

"You're doing that thing with your jaw," she continued. "The executive assessment thing."

"There's no jaw thing."

Maya joined us, still filming. "There's definitely a jaw thing."

"It's perfect," Amy said, her voice picking up that quality it got when she saw efficiency to be gained. "We could open a second location. Campus-focused menu, streamlined operations. Capture all the business we're losing to distance."

"We're not losing business," I pointed out. "We can barely keep up with demand as it is."

"Exactly," Amy said. "We're leaving money on the table. Students would pay premium for convenience. No travel time, no parking hassles. We could probably charge twenty percent more and they'd still line up."

My brain—the part that had spent twenty years climbing corporate ladders and maximizing profits—kicked into gear against my will. She was right. The numbers would be incredible. Captive market, minimal competition, built-in marketing through the student body.

"No," I said, but it came out weaker than intended.

Savannah had finished eating and wandered over, patting her stomach. "You're totally thinking about it. Look at him, getting all CEO about it."

"I'm retired," I said. "I came to Cambria to get away from this kind of thing."

"You came to Cambria to find meaning," Maya said, lowering her phone for once. "Maybe this is part of that."

"We'd have to hire people," I said, already seeing the problems. "New employees, new dynamics—"

"Oh God," Maya said, her eyes lighting up with mischief. "Can you imagine? Every coed on campus would apply. The harem would expand exponentially. You'd be drowning in twenty-year-olds."

"That's not funny," I said, though Savannah was already cackling.

"Coffee Daddy's Campus Cuties," she gasped between laughs. "We could make uniforms. Tiny little aprons—"

"Absolutely not," I said firmly. "If we did this—and I'm not saying we are—it would be professional. Appropriate. Normal."

Amy touched my arm gently. "I could handle the interviews. Screen candidates. Make sure we only hire people who are there for the job, not the... other opportunities."

"What other opportunities?" I asked, though I knew exactly what she meant.

Another girl had approached while we talked, standing just far enough away to be polite but close enough to make her interest obvious. She wore yoga pants and a crop top that left nothing to the imagination, her hair and makeup perfect despite it being just past noon on a Saturday.

"Mr. Hartwell?" she said, her voice breathy. "I'm Jessica. I'm a business major with a minor in marketing. I'd love to discuss potential opportunities at your establishment."

She handed me a resume. In a plastic sleeve. With her Instagram handle prominently displayed under her contact information.

"We're not hiring," I said, handing it back.

"But if you open this campus location—"

"How did you know about that?" Amy asked sharply.

Jessica pointed at a table full of students, all on their phones. "The purple-haired girl posted about you guys looking at the empty café. It's already trending.”

"Jesus Christ," I muttered.

"See?" Amy said. "This is what I'm talking about. You need someone to filter these applications. Someone immune to..." she gestured at Jessica's everything, "this."

"You really think every girl on campus would apply?" I asked, though the evidence was standing right in front of me in yoga pants.

"Are you kidding?" Maya said, draping herself over my shoulders from behind. "You're Coffee Daddy. Half of them want to fuck you, the other half want to be us. Opening here would be like throwing chum in the water."

“More like cum,” Savannah said, before letting out a burp.

"That's gross," Maya said, but she was grinning. "Also, accurate."

Jessica had pulled out her phone and was taking selfies with us in the background, trying different angles to make it look like we were together.

"See, this is why it's creepy when older guys hang out on campus," Savannah said loudly, making several nearby students laugh. "They attract all this weird attention."

"I'm not hanging out," I protested. "We came for your race."

"Sure, sure," she said, patting my head condescendingly. "That's what all the middle-aged men lurking around coeds say."

"I hate all of you," I said, but I was fighting a smile.

Amy had pulled out her phone and was already researching. "The lease terms are probably negotiable. The university wants these spaces filled.”

"You're really serious about this," I said.

She looked up at me, those ice-blue eyes intense. "We conquered downtown. Why not conquer campus too?"

"Because it's complicated. Because we have a good thing going. Because—"

"Because you're scared," Maya said softly.

That stopped me. Was I scared? Of success? Of growth? Of change? The safe thing would be to stay small, maintain what we had, protect the delicate balance we'd achieved. But the safe thing was also what I'd done for twenty years in corporate, until it had nearly killed me.

"If we did this," I said slowly, "and I'm not saying we will, but if we did... it would have to be done right. Professional standards. Real employees, not influencer wannabes. And absolutely no expansion of... whatever this is." I gestured between the four of us.

"The harem," Savannah supplied helpfully.

"It's not a harem."

"The polyamorous collective?" Maya suggested.

"The age-inappropriate arrangement?" Amy added with a smirk.

"And another thing," I said as we made our way toward the exit, students still filming our every move, "Amy handles all interviews. All of them. I don't even want to see applications."

"Deal," Amy said quickly.

"And we hire people over thirty," I added.

"On a college campus?" Maya laughed. "Good luck with that."

"Fine. Over twenty-five."

"Still unlikely," Savannah said. "But I respect the attempt to avoid cradle robbing."

"I'm almost twenty-two," she added with a grin. “My birthday’s coming up, In case you forgot."

"Nobody's forgotten," I said dryly. "You remind us daily."

We pushed through the doors into the bright September afternoon. The campus sprawled before us, thousands of potential customers going about their weekend routines. The empty café behind us felt like it was calling my name, presenting an opportunity I'd be stupid to pass up.

"So?" Amy asked, slipping her hand into mine. "Are we expanding the coffee empire?"

I looked at the three of them—Savannah still glowing from her race victory, Maya already framing shots for future content, Amy practically vibrating with business planning energy. They'd already changed my life in ways I never could have predicted. What was one more leap into the unknown?

"We'll look into it," I said.

They all smiled, knowing that was as good as a yes.


3

The van's engine revved as I pulled out of the campus parking lot, Savannah already sprawled across the bench seat in back like she owned it. Amy sat beside her, phone out, fingers flying across the screen as she researched commercial lease terms. Maya had claimed the passenger seat, editing footage from the race with the focus of a surgeon.

"We could call it Latte Love Too," Savannah said, her legs stretched across Amy's lap. "Or with the number two. Or like, Latte Love 2: Electric Boogaloo."

"Absolutely not," I said, merging into traffic.

"Latte Love: Campus Edition?" she tried again. "Latte Love University? Oh! Coffee Daddy's Study Hall."

Amy looked up from her phone. "It should just be Latte Love Campus. Keep the branding consistent."

"Boring," Savannah said, poking Amy's thigh with her toe. "Where's your sense of adventure?"

"In the profit margins," Amy replied, pushing Savannah's foot away. "The university takes fifteen percent of gross sales from campus vendors. We'd need to price accordingly."

"Fifteen percent?" I glanced in the rearview mirror. "That's robbery."

"It's standard for campus contracts. But they provide utilities, maintenance, and built-in marketing through orientation packets and campus tours." Amy's fingers never stopped moving across her screen. "The math still works. Barely."

Maya turned in her seat to face me. "The content potential is insane. College kids are the most active demographic on TikTok. Every drink would be a potential viral moment."

"That's what worries me," I said, turning onto the main road toward downtown. "We already can't go anywhere without being filmed."

"You love it," Savannah said. "Don't pretend you don't get a little thrill every time someone calls you Coffee Daddy."

"I absolutely do not."

"Your ears turn red when they do it," Amy observed, not looking up from her phone. "It's your tell."

"I don't have tells."

All three of them laughed at that. Even Maya, who usually maintained some distance, joined in the familiar mockery that had become our dynamic.

"You have so many tells," Savannah said. "The jaw thing when you're thinking. The ear thing when you're embarrassed. The way you drum your fingers when you're doing math in your head."

"I'm not drumming my—" I looked down at my hand on the steering wheel, fingers tapping out calculations about square footage and profit margins. "Shut up."

Traffic slowed as we approached downtown. The afternoon tourists were out in force, wandering between wine-tasting rooms and boutiques. I could see Latte Love's sign from two blocks away, a line of customers extending out the door despite it being past the lunch rush.

"Jesus," Maya said, seeing the same thing. "Saturday afternoon and they're still swamped."

"Ingrid texted me earlier," Amy said. "She said some girl showed up in a bikini asking if you were working today."

"A bikini?" I asked.

"Technically a crop top and shorts, but Ingrid said she might as well have been naked." Amy showed me the text. "Apparently she had your face printed on her shirt."

"My face?"

"From that one TikTok where you're reaching for the high shelf," Maya said. "It's become a whole thing.”

"Your abs looked really good in that video," Amy said, like that explained everything.

I pulled into the alley behind Latte Love, parking in our usual spot next to the dumpster. The back door was propped open, and I could hear the espresso machine working overtime through the opening.

"Our shifts start in ten minutes," Amy said, already gathering her things.

"Barely enough time to change," Maya added, checking her phone.

They climbed out of the van, Amy pausing to lean back through the driver's side window. She kissed me quick and casual, tasting like the iced coffee she'd been sipping on the drive.

"Try not to let Savannah talk you into anything too stupid while we're gone," she said.

"Hey!" Savannah protested from the back seat.

Maya came around to my window next, her kiss slightly longer, her hand resting on my jaw. "The campus location is a good idea," she said quietly. "Don't overthink it."

"When have I ever overthought anything?"

She just smiled and followed Amy through the back door of the shop. I could hear Margaret's voice greeting them, something about being grateful for reinforcements.

"Finally," Savannah said, climbing over the center console to claim the passenger seat. "Alone at last."

"You live with me," I pointed out, pulling back onto the main road. "We're alone all the time."

"Not really. Amy stays over three nights a week. Maya's there at least two. Which I'm not complaining about," she added quickly. "I like having them around. But sometimes it's nice when it's just us."

She was right, though I wouldn't admit it out loud. The dynamic shifted when it was just the two of us, became something simpler. With all four of us, there were constantly moving parts, different needs and wants to balance. With just Savannah, I could relax into something that felt almost like a normal relationship. If you ignored the age gap and the whole situation with Amy and Maya.

I pulled into my driveway, the familiar sight of my bungalow creating that same sense of relief it always did. The place had become something different since Savannah moved in. Her running shoes by the door, her energy drink cans in the recycling, her clothes gradually taking over my closet. She'd been staying over so much that moving in officially had been more paperwork than lifestyle change.

"Home sweet home," she said, already unbuckling before I'd fully stopped.

Inside, she immediately started stripping, pulling her hoodie over her head as she walked toward the bedroom. This was routine now. She'd shower, then probably fall asleep on the couch watching whatever reality show she was currently obsessed with.

"So the campus location," she called from the bedroom, her voice muffled as she pulled off her sports bra. "Amy's right about the math. Even with the university's cut, we'd make bank."

I followed her, leaning against the doorframe as she continued undressing. She kicked off her running shorts, then peeled down her compression shorts underneath. Her body was exactly what you'd expect from a college runner. Lean muscle everywhere, especially in her legs. Her quads flexed as she stepped out of her underwear, the definition visible even when she was just standing there. Her ass was firm and high, the kind that came from thousands of hill sprints and track workouts.

She straightened up and turned to face me, completely naked now. Her breasts were perky and perfect, proportional to her athletic frame. Her stomach showed the faint outline of abs, not quite a six-pack but close. She had tan lines from running in a sports bra and shorts, the pale skin of her breasts and pelvis contrasting with the golden brown of her arms and legs. The thin landing strip of blonde hair between her legs was a recent addition that she'd told me she was keeping because going completely bare made her feel like a kid.

"You're staring," she said, but there was no seduction in it. Just observation.

"Sorry."

"Don't be. I know I look good." She stretched her arms over her head, and I watched her breasts lift with the movement. "Post-race pump is real. Everything's all tight and defined."

She was right. Her whole body looked slightly swollen with blood flow from the race, every muscle more pronounced than usual.

"The real issue," she continued, heading toward the bathroom, "is quality control. How do we maintain the Latte Love vibe with a new location?"

"Training," I said, following her. "Strict standards. Maybe have Amy or Maya work shifts there at first to establish the culture."

"Maya would be good for that," Savannah agreed, testing the water temperature with her hand. "She's got that mysterious authority thing."

She paused at the bathroom door, one hand on the frame, and looked back at me with a grin. "So, if you actually want to lick the sweat off me before I shower, I promise I won't tell Amy and Maya how gross you are."

"You're the gross one," I said. "Offering your post-race sweat like it's some kind of delicacy."

She laughed, running a hand down her stomach, where dried sweat had left faint salt lines. "Some guys would pay good money for this."

"Some guys are weird."

"Says the man with three girlfriends in their twenties."

"Fair point."

She pouted, her bottom lip pushing out in an exaggerated expression that would have been more effective if she wasn't naked and covered in dried sweat. "You should at least shower with me. Help me get clean. “Help me get every last drop of sweat out of those hard-to-reach spots.”

I was already unbuttoning my shirt, because this too had become routine. Shared showers that were sometimes sexual, sometimes not, sometimes just two people existing in the same space. I stripped efficiently, dropping my clothes in the hamper she'd installed because she got tired of me leaving them on the floor.

She was already under the spray when I stepped into the shower, water running down her body in streams that followed the contours of her muscles. She moved aside to let me under the water, and then held out a bottle of body wash.

“Wash me, Daddy.”
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The gel was cool in my palms, foaming immediately when I rubbed my hands together. I started at her shoulders, pressing my thumbs into the knots I found there. Running always left her tight in weird places, compensation for the repetitive motion. She went quiet mid-sentence about overhead costs, her head dropping forward as I worked the soap into her skin.

"That's nice," she said, the words coming out lower than her usual chatter.

My hands moved down her back, following the curve of her spine. The suds trailed down in white streams, mixing with the shower spray. Her skin was smooth except for a few small scars from falls during training. I knew each one, had kissed them all at various points over the past months. The soap made everything slick, my palms gliding over her shoulder blades, down to the small of her back where she always got sore.

"Lower," she said, pressing back against me slightly.

I could feel myself getting hard, the inevitability of it when she used that tone. My hands moved to her ass, squeezing the firm muscle there. She trained her glutes specifically for running power, hundreds of squats and lunges that had sculpted them into something that belonged in those athletic wear advertisements she sometimes got tagged in online.

"Mmm, yeah, just like that, Daddy," she moaned, the words deliberate. She knew what that did to me, had figured it out weeks ago and wielded it like a weapon. "Rub it all over me, make me all slippery for you."

Her back arched, pushing her ass into my hands while also pressing back against my erection.

I moved my hands down her thighs, working the lather into the defined quadriceps that had carried her to victory just hours ago. The muscles jumped under my touch, still sensitive from the race. She spread her stance wider, ostensibly to give me better access to her legs, but we both knew what she was really doing.

"You're teasing me, aren't you?" she said, her voice breathy now, that performed innocence she sometimes put on. "I can feel how hard you are. Wash my little college pussy next, please, Daddy, I need it."

The crude words in that sweet voice should have been ridiculous. Instead, they made my cock throb against her back. I reached around her, cupping her breasts from behind. They fit perfectly in my palms, her nipples already hard before I even touched them. I rolled them between my fingers, the soap making everything frictionless and smooth.

"Fuck," she gasped, pushing her chest forward into my hands.

My right hand traveled down her stomach, following the faint line of her abs. She sucked in a breath when my fingers reached the strip of blonde hair between her legs. I could feel the heat there even through the shower's warmth, her arousal obvious before I even touched her properly.

I cupped her mound first, just holding her, feeling the way she pushed against my palm. Then I let my middle finger slip between her lips, finding her already swollen and slick with more than just water. The soap mixed with her wetness as I rubbed slow circles around her clit, not quite touching it directly.

"Please," she whispered, before switching to a baby-like sing-song voice. “Do it now, do it good, rub that pussy like you should.”

My hand stopped moving completely. I was laughing too hard.

“Is that a new nursery rhyme?” I whispered down to her ear, intentionally stalling.

“Cole, shut the fuck up and get to work!”

I gave her what she wanted, my finger finding her clit and pressing gently. She jerked at the contact, a sharp intake of breath that echoed off the shower walls. I rubbed in steady circles while my other hand continued playing with her nipples, alternating between them, pinching just hard enough to make her gasp.

Without warning, I slipped two fingers inside her. She was tight, her internal muscles clenching immediately around the intrusion. I pumped slowly at first, curling my fingers into her. When I found the right spot, she made a sound that was half moan, half laugh.

"Right there," she panted. "Right fucking there, Daddy.”

The shower spray washed the soap away in foamy streams down our bodies, but I kept working her with my fingers, my thumb taking over on her clit. Her pussy made wet sounds that had nothing to do with the shower, her arousal coating my hand. She smelled like sex even through the lingering vanilla of her body wash, that musky scent that was uniquely hers.

I moved her suddenly, pressing her against the tile. She went willingly, palms flat against the cool surface, ass pushed out toward me. The position displayed her perfectly.

"Stay there," I said, though it came out more like a growl.

I dropped to my knees on the shower floor, the textured surface rough against my skin. From this angle, I could see everything - her pussy, swollen and pink, still dripping with arousal, and above it, her tight asshole, clenching slightly in anticipation.

I started with her pussy, running my tongue along her lips, tasting her properly. She was tangy and sweet, the flavor intense after her run and our foreplay. I lapped at her entrance, gathering her wetness on my tongue before moving to her clit. When I sucked it gently, she slammed her hand against the wall.

"That’s right, fucking clean my little cunt," she gasped.

But I had other plans. I moved up, spreading her cheeks with my hands. She tensed for a moment, then relaxed as she realized what I was about to do. My tongue found her asshole, circling it slowly at first. She tasted different here. The shower had washed her clean, but there was still that fundamental taste of her, salty and human.

"Oh god," she moaned. "Looks like you did want a taste after all."

I pressed my tongue against her opening, feeling the ring of muscle resist before relaxing slightly. She pushed back against my face, shameless in her want.

"Eat my ass, Daddy," she demanded, her dirty talk escalating. "Eat your little college girl’s ass, you know it’s yours. It’s all yours.”

I pushed my tongue inside her while bringing my hand back to her pussy, three fingers sliding in easily now. She was so wet I could hear it even over the shower spray, wet squelching sounds as I finger-fucked her. I thrust my fingers in rhythm with my tongue, feeling her whole body start to tremble.

Her legs were shaking now, thigh muscles that could run for miles struggling to hold her up. I could feel her getting close, her pussy clenching rhythmically around my fingers, her asshole tightening against my tongue.

I pulled back suddenly, standing and turning her to face me. Her face was flushed, eyes wide and desperate.

"Why did you stop?" she whined.

Instead of answering, I took her hand and wrapped it around my cock. She gripped immediately, her small hand barely able to encircle my girth. The remaining soap on her palm made everything slick as she started stroking, her grip firm and sure.

"Come for me, Daddy," she said, her voice commanding now despite her age. "Let me milk that big experienced cock while you finger me to pieces."

I pushed two fingers back inside her, finding her G-spot immediately and pressing hard. She gasped, her hand faltering on my cock for a moment before resuming with even more intensity. She twisted on each upstroke, her thumb rubbing the sensitive spot just under my head.

The shower stall filled with the sounds of our mutual masturbation—the wet slide of her hand on my cock, the squelch of my fingers in her pussy, our heavy breathing echoing off the walls. I hooked my fingers inside her, pulling against her front wall while my thumb worked her clit in tight circles.

"Fuck, I'm close," she panted. "I'm so fucking close."

"You owe me an orgasm, baby girl." I commanded, increasing the pressure on her G-spot. “You’re going to give it to me now.”

She surrendered, her whole body going rigid except for her pussy, which clenched and spasmed around my fingers.

"Fuck, I'm cumming, Daddy!" she screamed, not caring if the neighbors heard. "Don't stop, don't stop, don't stop!"

I didn't stop, working her through it as her pussy flooded my hand with her release. The sight of her coming apart, the feel of her hand still working my cock, the sound of her desperate cries - it was too much.

I came with a groan that came from deep in my chest, my cock pulsing in her grip. Thick ropes of cum shot out, hitting her belly and thighs, immediately mixing with the shower water and swirling down the drain. She kept stroking through my orgasm, milking every last drop from me.

"Oh no," she said with fake concern, looking down at the cum on her skin. "Now I'm all dirty again."

I laughed, the sound rough and breathless. "You're impossible."

"You love it," she said, already reaching for the soap again.

We actually washed properly this time, efficient and quick, both of us spent from the encounter. When we finally stepped out of the shower, the bathroom mirror was completely fogged, condensation dripping down the walls.

Savannah wrapped herself in a towel, then grabbed another to dry her hair. She moved with that post-orgasm looseness, all her runner's tension finally released.

"So," she said, like we'd just been having a normal conversation, "about the campus location. I really think we should look at the lease terms this week."

I stared at her, water still dripping from my hair. "You're seriously going back to business talk? Now?"

"Best time," she said with a grin. "You're always more agreeable after you come. It's like a negotiation tactic."

"You're going to be a terrifying businesswoman someday."

"Someday?" She dropped her towel and walked naked toward the bedroom. "I'm terrifying now."

I watched her go, her ass swaying deliberately because she knew I was looking.
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The September evening had settled over Cambria's main street like honey spreading on warm bread, golden light painting storefronts and making even the tourist-trap wine shops look inviting. I pulled into the alley behind Latte Love, Savannah bouncing in the passenger seat to whatever playlist she'd commandeered on the drive over. Through the shop's back windows, I could see Amy and Maya moving through their closing routine, the interior glowing amber against the approaching dusk.

"Finally," Savannah said, already unbuckling before I'd turned off the engine. "Saturday night with the whole gang. I've been thinking about this all day."

She'd changed into jeans and a tank top that showed the faint tan lines from her running gear. The post-race exhaustion had been replaced by her usual energy, that constant motion that made her seem younger than her twenty-one years.

Inside, the shop smelled like the end of a long day - coffee grounds and steamed milk mixed with the vanilla candle Amy always lit during closing. The Cambria Coffee Festival trophy sat on a custom shelf Margaret had insisted we install, positioned perfectly to catch the track lighting we'd aimed at it.

"About time," Maya said without looking up from the espresso machine she was cleaning. "Amy's been doing that thing where she reorganizes everything twice."

"I have not," Amy protested from behind the counter where she was, in fact, rearranging the syrups for what was probably the third time. She looked up when I approached, her tablet balanced on one arm, inventory spreadsheet glowing on the screen. "I'm being thorough."

"You're being neurotic," Savannah said, hopping up to sit on the counter in a spot Amy had just cleaned. "But we love you anyway."

Amy swatted at her with a cleaning cloth, but she was smiling. This was our Saturday routine now - Savannah and I would arrive after Amy and Maya's evening shift, we'd close together, then spend the night doing whatever felt right. Sometimes dinner out, sometimes a movie at my place, sometimes just driving up the coast to watch the sunset. The only rule was that all four of us were together from Saturday evening through Sunday evening. Our one guaranteed window where work and the outside world couldn't intrude.

I moved behind the counter to help Maya with the espresso machine, my hand brushing her lower back as I reached for the cleaning supplies. She leaned into the touch slightly, a movement so small anyone else would miss it. But I'd learned to read these micro-expressions from her, the subtle ways she showed affection when words weren't enough.

"Good day?" I asked, pulling out the drip tray to rinse.

"Steady," she said. "Only three people asked about the 'Coffee Daddy situation.' That's down from yesterday."

"Progress," I said dryly.

The jazz playlist Amy had chosen drifted through the speakers - something soft with brushed drums and a walking bassline. She always picked jazz for closing, said it helped her think clearly while she did the books. Savannah had already started on the pastry case, boxing up the few remaining items for the food bank pickup tomorrow morning. Her efficiency surprised people who only saw the bouncing energy, not realizing she could focus like a laser when needed.

"Twenty-three hundred in sales," Amy announced, finishing her tablet calculations. "Not bad for a Saturday without Maya posting anything."

"I posted this morning," Maya said. "The race video has two hundred thousand views already."

"Two hundred thousand?" I stopped cleaning to look at her. "Since this morning?"

She shrugged, but I caught the pleased smile she tried to hide. "People love the victory kiss. Very dramatic. Very authentic."

"Very exhibitionist," Amy added, but she was smiling too.

This was how we worked now, the four of us moving through the space like we'd been doing it for years instead of months. No discussion needed about who handled what - Savannah on pastries, Amy on inventory, Maya on equipment, me on the heavy cleaning and trash. We'd fallen into these roles naturally, each playing to our strengths.

"Remember when Saturday nights used to be just us?" Savannah asked, addressing no one in particular as she labeled boxes. "That first month after I moved in?"

"You mean when you'd get drunk on two beers and pass out during whatever movie you insisted on watching?" I replied.

"I have a low tolerance," she said defensively. "It's because I'm an athlete."

"It's because you're a lightweight," Maya corrected, moving to help Amy with the register counting.

I watched them work side by side, Amy's blonde ponytail next to Maya's dark waves, their heads bent together over the cash drawer. Amy's hand rested on Maya's hip, casual and unconscious, the kind of touch that had become second nature between all of us. The first time they'd kissed in front of me, just a quick peck while passing in the kitchen, I'd been shocked. Now it was just another part of our ecosystem.

"Hey," Savannah said, appearing at my elbow with a day-old croissant. "Eat this. You haven't had anything since lunch."

"I'm fine."

"You get grumpy when you're hungry. And we have plans tonight." She pushed the croissant at me insistently. "Eat."

I took a bite to appease her, the buttery pastry flaking everywhere. She brushed the crumbs off my shirt with unnecessary attention, her hands lingering on my chest.

"Get a room," Amy called out, not looking up from the register.

"We have a room," Savannah replied. "Several rooms, actually. Sometimes we use the kitchen counter. Once we used your car."

"You did not—" Amy's head snapped up, her face flushing.

Savannah's grin was pure evil. "Wouldn't you like to know?"

"I'm going to burn my car," Amy muttered, returning to her counting with exaggerated focus.

I let them argue while I took out the trash, the evening air cool after the warmth of the shop. The alley was quiet except for the distant sound of waves and the occasional car passing on the main street.

I walked back inside and started turning off the equipment, the espresso machine's hum dying with a mechanical sigh. The shop felt different in the quiet, more intimate. The three of them had gathered near the counter, Amy sitting on it now despite her earlier protests about Savannah doing the same thing. Maya leaned against it beside her, while Savannah stood behind Amy, braiding her hair absently.

"You know what I love about Saturdays?" Savannah asked, her fingers working through Amy's blonde strands. "No pretense. No customers to perform for. Just us."

"The performance is half the fun," Maya said. "People expect a show when they come here now."

"They expect to see Coffee Daddy and his harem," Amy said, the word still making her wrinkle her nose.

"We should charge admission," Savannah suggested. "Twenty dollars to watch Cole make coffee while we flirt with him."

"We already charge seven dollars for a latte," I pointed out. "That's basically admission."

"Worth every penny," Maya said, and something in her tone made it clear she wasn't talking about the coffee.

I felt that familiar tightness in my chest, the one that came from realizing how lucky I was. Three months ago, I'd been alone in this shop, trying to rebuild something that had never really been broken, just abandoned. Now I had this - whatever this was. Three women who'd somehow decided I was worth sharing, worth the complications and the judgment and the constant documentation of our lives.

"Earth to Cole," Savannah said, snapping her fingers in front of my face. "Where'd you go?"

"Just thinking."

"The jaw thing gave it away," Amy said.

"There's no jaw thing."

All three of them made the same skeptical sound, perfectly synchronized. It should have been annoying. Instead, it made me smile.

"Alright," I said, grabbing the keys from the hook. "Let's finish up and get out of here. The night's waiting."

Maya did a last wipe of the counters while Amy triple-checked the register tape. Savannah turned off the music, the sudden silence making us all move closer together instinctively. I flipped the lights off one by one, until only the spotlight on the trophy remained.

"Leave it," Amy said when I reached for that switch. "Let people see it from the street."

So we left our victory glowing in the darkness, a beacon that said we were here, we'd won, we weren't going anywhere. The four of us stepped out into the alley, the door closing with its familiar click. I turned the key, listening to the deadbolt slide home.

"So," Maya asked, linking her arm through mine on one side while Savannah took the other. "Where are we going?"

"It’s Amy’s week to plan the itinerary," I said, nodding to where she stood slightly apart, trying to look mysterious.

"It better not be mini golf again," Savannah said. "I'm still traumatized from last time."

"You threw a putter in the water hazard," Amy reminded her.

"It was rigged! Nobody gets a hole-in-one on the windmill!"

"Maya did. Twice."

We walked toward the street, our voices echoing off the buildings, probably too loud for the quiet evening.

Amy's car was parked on the street. She insisted on driving on Saturday nights since she didn’t drink as much as the rest of us. We’d leave my van around the back of the shop until morning.

"Shotgun," Savannah called, then immediately said, "Never mind. Maya, you take it. I want to molest Cole in the backseat."

"You can't molest the willing," Maya pointed out, climbing into the passenger seat.

"Watch me," Savannah said, pulling me into the back with her.

Amy adjusted her mirrors with unnecessary precision, her pre-driving ritual that we'd all learned not to interrupt. Savannah was already pressed against my side, her hand on my thigh, her head on my shoulder. Through the gap between the seats, I could see Maya had her phone out, but for once she wasn't recording. She was just scrolling through comments on her latest post, occasionally reading particularly funny ones out loud.

"Someone says Cole looks like their dad," she announced. "They want to know if you have a brother."

"Tell them I'm one of a kind," I said.

"Thank god," Amy muttered, pulling away from the curb. "The world couldn't handle two of you."

We drove through downtown, past the wine bars already full of tourists, past the overpriced seafood place that had tried to poach Amy last month, past the spot where Dylan had made his last scene before Officer Jones arrested him. The town blurred by outside the windows, familiar and foreign at the same time. My life here had been split into two distinct eras - before the girls and after. The before seemed like someone else's life now, quieter but emptier, simpler but lonelier.

"Turn here," Savannah said suddenly, pointing to a side street.

"That's not the way," Amy protested.

"I want to drive by the beach. The sunset's going to be perfect."

Amy sighed but turned, because denying Savannah something she wanted was nearly impossible for any of us. The road curved toward the ocean, and suddenly the horizon opened up before us, painted in shades of orange and pink that looked fake in their perfection.

"Pull over," Maya said, her content creator instincts kicking in. "This is too good to miss."

Amy found a spot at the overlook, and we all climbed out. The breeze was stronger here, salt-heavy and cool, making Savannah press closer to me for warmth. Maya had her phone out now, filming the sunset, but she was narrating something about living in the moment, about choosing happiness, about finding your people. Her voice carried that mysterious quality she used for her videos, but underneath I heard the truth of it.

"Come here," she said, turning the camera. "All of you."

We arranged ourselves against the railing - me in the middle, Amy on my right, Savannah on my left, Maya holding the phone out to capture all of us with the sunset behind. She wasn't filming for content now. This was just for us, for later, for remembering.

"Everyone say 'Coffee Daddy,'" Savannah instructed.

"Absolutely not," Amy and I said together.

Maya laughed and took the photo anyway, catching us mid-protest, Savannah grinning like she'd won something. It would be terrible and perfect, like everything about us.

"Okay," Amy said, checking her watch. "If we don't leave now, we'll be late."

"Late for what?" I asked.

She smiled, that small secret smile that meant she'd planned something she was proud of. "You'll see."

We piled back into the car, the energy different now, charged with anticipation. Savannah had given up any pretense of appropriate backseat behavior, her lips on my neck, her hand creeping higher on my thigh. Maya and Amy were discussing something in low voices up front, occasionally laughing at some shared joke.

"Hey," Savannah whispered against my ear. "You happy?"

I thought about the empty coffee shop I'd bought six months ago, the divorce papers I'd signed alone in a Chicago lawyer's office, the heart episode that had sent me running to California in the first place. Then I looked at her, at Maya's dark hair moving as she talked, at Amy's hands confident on the steering wheel.

“Yeah,” I said. “I'm happy.”
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Amy turned off the coastal highway onto a winding road I'd driven past a hundred times but never taken, the asphalt climbing through brown hills dotted with oak trees that looked black in the fading light. The sign appeared around the next curve - Moonstone Vineyards, the letters carved into weathered wood, understated in that way expensive places always were.

"Ohh, a winery?" Savannah sat up straighter, releasing her grip on my thigh. "That’s way better than mini-golf."

"It's more than just a winery," Amy said, pulling into a gravel parking area already half-full of Range Rovers and Teslas. "They have a restaurant. James Beard nominated chef. And I booked us a private tour."

"Fancy," Maya said, already framing shots through the passenger window. "This'll look great on the feed."

The main building sprawled across the hillside like it had grown there, all local stone and reclaimed wood, huge windows reflecting the last of the sunset. Lavender lined the walkway to the entrance, the purple flowers releasing their scent as we brushed past. Everything whispered money - not the gaudy kind, but the quiet wealth that didn't need to announce itself.

"How did you even know about this place?" I asked Amy as we approached the massive oak doors.

"Their wine buyer comes into the shop," she said, smoothing her hands over her jeans like she was nervous. "She mentioned they do these twilight tours on Saturdays. Thought it might be nice to do something... adult."

"As opposed to our usual Saturday activities?" Savannah asked with a grin.

Inside, the tasting room opened up like a cathedral, the ceiling disappearing into exposed beams thirty feet overhead. Edison bulbs hung at varying heights, creating pools of warm light that made the glasses behind the bar sparkle. The space smelled like oak barrels and expensive perfume, that particular mixture that meant tourists with disposable income.

A woman materialized from behind the bar, early thirties, wearing a black dress that probably cost more than most people's rent. Her smile stayed professional even as her eyes cataloged our group - me in my jeans and button-down, the three younger women arranged around me like satellites.

"You must be the Hartwell party," she said, her voice carrying that careful neutrality of someone who'd seen everything. "I'm Jennifer. I'll be conducting your tour this evening."

"That's us," Amy said, stepping forward with her hand extended.

Jennifer shook it, then gestured to a small group already gathered near a side door. "You’ll be joining some others for the tour. Shall we begin?"

The other visitors were exactly what you'd expect - a silver-haired couple in matching sweater vests, probably celebrating an anniversary. And an Asian couple that looked younger, maybe early forties, the kind of tech money people who collected winery memberships like Pokemon cards. All of them stared at our group with varying degrees of discretion.

"This way, please," Jennifer said, leading us through French doors onto a terrace that overlooked the vineyard.

The vines stretched down the hillside in perfect rows, their leaves already showing hints of autumn gold in the dying light. The ocean glittered in the distance, that particular view that made California real estate prices insane. Jennifer launched into her practiced spiel about soil conditions and microclimate, but I was more aware of the older woman in our group kept glancing at us, her mouth pursing like she'd bitten into something sour.

"These vines are all Pinot Noir," Jennifer explained, leading us down a gravel path between the rows. "Planted in 2003, they're just reaching their optimal production years."

"Just like Cole," Savannah stage-whispered. "Aged to perfection."

The Asian man in his 40s choked on a laugh he tried to turn into a cough. His wife elbowed him, but she was smiling too. The older couple looked scandalized.

"The grapes are hand-harvested," Jennifer continued, professional enough to ignore the comment. "Each cluster selected for optimal ripeness."

Maya had her phone out, getting shots of the vineyard bathed in golden hour light. She moved with that unconscious grace she had when working, completely focused on the image. Several times she'd back up right into me, my hands going automatically to her waist to steady her, and I'd feel the older woman’s disapproving gaze like a physical weight.

The tour moved into the production facility, all stainless steel tanks and French oak barrels, the air thick with the smell of fermenting fruit. Jennifer explained the fermentation process while Savannah made increasingly obvious innuendos about yeast and rising, Amy trying not to laugh, Maya filming everything with a perfectly straight face.

"Shall we move to the tasting room?" Jennifer suggested, clearly ready to end this portion of the tour.

The private tasting room was more intimate than the main space, a circular room with windows on three sides, a single table set with glasses that caught the light like jewels. Jennifer poured with precision, starting with a Sauvignon Blanc that she described in terms that sounded more like poetry than wine.

"Notes of grapefruit and fresh-cut grass," she said, watching us taste. "A hint of minerality from our unique terroir."

"It's nice," Amy said, and I could tell she meant it. She had a surprising appreciation for wine despite rarely drinking.

"Very refreshing," the Asian woman agreed. "Perfect for a warm evening."

By the third wine, a Pinot Noir that stained everyone's lips purple, the awkwardness had softened. The Asian man was asking me about the coffee shop, having recognized us from ‘that viral video with the competition.’ The older couple maintained their distance, but they'd stopped actively glaring.

"The restaurant has availability," Jennifer mentioned as we finished the tasting. "If you'd like to stay for dinner."

"We have a reservation," Amy said. "Eight o'clock."

The restaurant occupied the building's top floor, all glass and candlelight, white tablecloths and servers who moved like dancers. Our table sat in a corner with a view of the now-dark vineyard, lights from the coastal towns twinkling in the distance. The other diners were the usual wine country crowd - older couples, a few obvious first dates, one large family celebration at a round table that dominated the center of the room.

"This is incredible," Maya said, taking in the space. "Amy, this must have cost—"

"Don't worry about it," Amy cut her off. "I wanted to do something special."

The waiter appeared, young and handsome in that way that suggested he was someone's aspiring actor son working weekends. His eyes lingered on our table arrangement - me on one side, the three women arranged across from me like an interview panel.

"Can I start you with drinks?" he asked, his smile a little too interested as he looked at Savannah.

"Bottle of the 2019 Pinot," Amy said, taking charge. "And water for the table."

The menu was the kind without prices, just descriptions of dishes that sounded more like art installations than food. Roasted quail with pomegranate reduction. Diver scallops with cauliflower puree and caviar. Wagyu beef with truffle foam.

"Truffle foam," Savannah read. "Is that what happens when truffles get excited?"

"You're thinking of something else," Maya said dryly.

The waiter returned with the wine, going through the whole production of presenting the label, uncorking, having me taste. I nodded approval though honestly it all tasted expensive to me. He poured for everyone, that careful measure that meant we'd need another bottle before the entrees arrived.

"To Amy," Savannah said, raising her glass. "For planning something that doesn't involve mini golf or go-karts."

"To Saturday nights," Amy countered.

"To us," Maya added simply.

We drank, the wine rich and complicated on my tongue. The candlelight made everything soft, romantic in a way that felt intentional. Amy had definitely planned this.

The appetizers arrived in a parade of small plates. Oysters that tasted like the ocean, each one topped with champagne foam and a single pearl of caviar. Tuna tartare with avocado and something called finger lime that burst on the tongue like citrus Pop Rocks. Burrata that oozed cream when cut, paired with heirloom tomatoes in shades I didn't know tomatoes could be.

"Oh my god," Savannah moaned around a mouthful of burrata. "This is sexual."

"Everything's sexual to you," Amy said, but she was making similar sounds over the tuna.

"Not everything," Savannah protested. Then she paused, considering. "Okay, most things."

That's when I felt it - her foot sliding up my calf under the tablecloth. The table was small enough that she could reach easily, her toes finding the inside of my knee, then traveling higher. I nearly choked on an oyster.

"You okay?" Maya asked, all innocence.

"Fine," I managed, reaching for my water as Savannah's foot continued its exploration.

The entrees arrived just as her toes found my inner thigh. I had ordered the wagyu, and it came perfectly seared, bleeding pink in the center, accompanied by vegetables I couldn't identify but that tasted like butter and earth. Amy had chosen the scallops, each one caramelized to perfection. Maya went with duck breast, the skin crackling when she cut into it. Savannah, true to form, had ordered the biggest thing on the menu - a ribeye that took up most of her plate.

"This is insane," she said, cutting into the meat. "Look at that marbling."

She held up a piece on her fork, the candlelight making the fat gleam, then slowly put it in her mouth, maintaining eye contact with me the whole time. Her foot pressed higher, finding exactly what she was looking for. I gripped my steak knife harder.

"How's your beef, Cole?" Amy asked, and there was something in her tone that made me look at her sharply.

Sure enough, I felt another foot - Amy's, from the angle - joining Savannah's. Where Savannah was playful, almost clumsy in her exploration, Amy was precise. She knew exactly where to press, where to rub. I shifted in my seat, trying to create some distance, but that just gave them better access.

"It's... good," I said, my voice coming out rougher than intended.

"You're not eating," Maya observed. "Is something wrong?"

Maya’s foot then joined the party, and I realized they'd planned this. The three of them exchanged glances, tiny smiles playing at their lips as three sets of toes worked in concert under the table. Savannah's foot pressed against my hardening cock through my jeans while Amy worked the inside of my thigh and Maya traced patterns on my other leg.

"Everything's perfect," I said through gritted teeth, cutting another piece of wagyu with excessive focus.

The waiter appeared, refilling wine glasses and asking about the food. I could only nod, not trusting my voice as Savannah figured out how to work her toes against my zipper. The pressure was maddening, just enough to keep me achingly hard but not enough to provide real satisfaction.

"Would you like to see the dessert menu?" the waiter asked.

"Yes," all three women said in unison, their feet never stopping their ministrations.

I was fully hard now, my cock straining against my jeans, and they knew it. Savannah's grin was wicked as she pressed harder, rubbing in a rhythm that made my hands shake. Amy's foot had found my balls, applying just enough pressure to make me squirm. Maya's toes traced the outline of my cock through the denim, mapping every inch.

The dessert arrived - some architectural thing involving chocolate and gold leaf that I couldn't even focus on. They fed each other bites, making obscene sounds of pleasure, all while their feet worked me closer and closer to an edge I couldn't let myself fall over. Not here, not in this elegant restaurant with that silver-haired couple three tables away.

"Cole hasn't tried any," Savannah said innocently, holding out a spoonful of chocolate mousse.

I leaned forward to take it, and the movement pressed my cock harder against their feet. I nearly groaned out loud, covering it with a cough. The mousse was probably incredible, but all I could taste was my own desperation.

"Check please," Amy said to the waiter, though we'd barely touched the dessert.

He brought it in a leather folder, and Amy slipped her card in without even looking at the total. The waiter processed it quickly, probably sensing the energy at our table, the way I was gripping the edge like it was keeping me anchored.

"Ready to go?" Maya asked, all three of them removing their feet at once.

The sudden absence of pressure was almost worse than the teasing. I was so hard it hurt, my cock visibly tenting my jeans. There was no way I could stand up without everyone in the restaurant knowing exactly what state I was in.

"I need... a minute," I said.

"Take your time," Amy said sweetly, standing and smoothing her shirt. "We'll wait by the entrance."

They filed out, each one touching my shoulder as they passed, leaving me alone at the table with my visible erection and the curious gaze of our waiter. I wondered if he knew.

I thought about baseball, about tax law, about anything except the three women waiting for me downstairs. Gradually, painfully, my erection subsided enough that I could stand without causing a scene. I left an extra forty on the table for the waiter's discretion and made my way to the entrance on unsteady legs.

They were waiting by Amy's car, all innocence and smiles.

"Feeling better?" Savannah asked.

"You're all terrible," I said.

"You love it," Maya said, and she wasn't wrong.

"My place?" I asked, though we all knew the answer.

"Drive fast," Savannah said, already pulling me toward the car. "We have plans for you."
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The wine had followed us home from the restaurant, another bottle of the Pinot that Amy had tucked under her arm as we left, the hostess smiling knowingly as she handed it over. Now it sat half-empty on my coffee table, three glasses with purple-stained rims scattered among the coasters Savannah never remembered to use. She was curled into me on the deep sectional, her sundress riding up her thighs, the thin yellow fabric doing nothing to hide that she'd abandoned her underwear sometime between arriving home and opening the wine.

My shirt hung open, the buttons undone by her restless fingers over the past hour as we'd traded lazy kisses that tasted of tannins and the chocolate from dessert. Her bare foot traced circles on my calf, her toes finding the sensitive spot behind my knee that made me shift against the cushions. The living room was dim, just the single lamp in the corner casting shadows that made everything feel underwater, dreamlike.

From the master bathroom came the sound of running water, punctuated by soft laughter. Amy and Maya had disappeared twenty minutes ago, claiming they needed to wash off the day. But I knew better. The particular pitch of their giggles, the way the water would stop and start, meant they were taking their time, washing each other with the expensive soap Amy had brought over last week.

"They're putting on a show in there," Savannah murmured against my neck, her tongue finding my pulse point. "Getting each other all clean for you."

Her hand was on my chest, fingers tracing the lines of muscle that had returned since I'd left the corporate world, since I'd started actually using my body again instead of just hauling it from meeting to meeting. She found a nipple and pinched lightly, making me inhale sharply.

"You're still hard from dinner," she observed, her other hand sliding down to cup me through my pants. "An hour later and you're still thinking about our feet on your cock."

"Savannah," I warned, but she was already shifting, straddling my lap in one fluid movement.

The sundress bunched around her waist, and I could feel the heat of her against my pants, no barrier except the denim. She rolled her hips once, experimentally, and we both groaned. Her breasts pressed against my chest through the thin fabric, her nipples hard points that I could feel even through the dress.

"We should wait for them," I said, though my hands were already on her ass, squeezing the firm muscle there.

"We are waiting," she said, kissing me again, deeper this time. "This is just warming up."

The water shut off in the bathroom. We both turned toward the sound, listening to the soft pad of feet on tile, the whisper of towels that weren't being used. The bathroom door opened, and Amy emerged first, completely naked, skin pink from the hot water. Her small breasts were flushed, nipples tight, and water still beaded on her flat stomach. She didn't reach for a towel, didn't try to cover herself, just casually walked toward us.

Maya followed, her olive skin glistening, dark hair dripping onto her shoulders. Her body was longer, leaner, her breasts sitting high on her chest, her hips narrow but curved. She moved differently than Amy, more fluid, like she was dancing to music only she could hear. Droplets raced down her stomach, following the subtle lines of muscle there, disappearing into the neat triangle of dark hair between her legs.

They stopped in front of the couch, standing there like some kind of offering, letting me look my fill. Savannah was still on my lap, but she'd gone still, watching them too.

"You started without us," Amy said, but she was smiling.

"Just keeping him warm for you," Savannah replied, climbing off my lap with obvious reluctance.

She stood between Amy and Maya, still in her sundress, the yellow fabric looking almost innocent compared to their nakedness. But not for long. Amy moved first, reaching for the thin straps of the dress, pulling them down Savannah's shoulders with deliberate slowness. The fabric caught on her breasts for a moment before falling free, revealing them in the lamplight - full and heavy, bigger than you'd expect on her athletic frame, with pale pink nipples already hard.

Maya knelt beside Savannah, finding the hidden zipper on the side of the dress, working it down tooth by tooth. The fabric loosened, and Savannah lifted her arms so they could pull it over her head completely. She stood naked between them, her runner's body on full display.

"Your turn," Amy said to me, and all three of them turned their attention my way.

I was still on the couch, shirt open, pants tented obviously. Amy knelt in front of me, her small hands working my belt buckle. Maya joined her, pulling my shoes off, then my socks, her fingers trailing up my calves. Savannah watched from above, her hand absently cupping her own breast, thumb brushing over the nipple.

Amy got my pants unbuttoned, and Maya helped her pull them down. My cock sprang free, already leaking pre-cum from the hour of teasing, from watching them strip each other. Amy made a soft sound of appreciation, her hand immediately wrapping around the base.

"Look how ready he is," she said to the others.

"My turn first," Savannah said, shouldering Amy aside with playful aggression.

She didn't ease into it, just opened her mouth and took me deep, deeper than should have been possible. Her throat opened around me, and I felt myself hit the back of it, her nose pressed against my pelvis. Her blue eyes watered as she looked up at me, maintaining eye contact even as she gagged slightly.

"Fuck," I groaned, my hand tangling in her blonde hair.

“Jesus, she has no chill,” Maya laughed.

Savannah pulled back slowly, her tongue working the underside of my shaft, before taking me deep again. Her cheeks hollowed with suction, and the wet sounds she made echoed in the quiet room. Saliva dripped down my shaft, making everything slick.

After maybe thirty seconds, she pulled off with a pop, strings of spit connecting her lips to my cock. "Next," she said, voice rough.

Amy took over, her approach different - precise, controlled. She focused on the head, her tongue swirling around it, finding every sensitive spot. Her small mouth stretched around me, and she worked her hand on the parts she couldn't take. Maya moved in from the side, her tongue tracing long stripes up my shaft while Amy worked the tip.

They fell into a rhythm without discussing it. Every thirty to forty-five seconds, they'd rotate. Savannah would deep-throat me until her eyes streamed, then Amy would take over with her technical precision, then Maya would show off her tongue skills, sometimes taking both my balls in her mouth while the others worked my shaft.

Between rotations, their mouths would meet on my cock, kissing each other with me between them. Their tongues would tangle around the head, sharing my pre-cum between them, moaning at the taste. Their hands never stopped moving - someone always cupping my balls, someone stroking the base, someone teasing my inner thighs or nipples.

“Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes, suck that fucking dick,” Savannah commanded in a low voice, her hand on the back of Amy’s head.

“Use her mouth, Daddy,” Maya whispered up at me. “Use her mouth, her tongue, her throat, fuck her pretty little face.”

The side action intensified as they got more worked up. I watched Amy's hand disappear between Maya's legs, her fingers working slowly while Maya sucked me. Savannah reached behind Amy, and from the way Amy gasped around my cock, I knew she'd found her clit. Maya's free hand was squeezing Savannah's breast, pinching the nipple hard enough to make her moan with my cock buried in her throat.

"Jesus Christ," I groaned, watching them pleasure each other while they took turns on me.

The sounds filled the room - wet sucking, gagging, their moans vibrating through my cock, the schlick of fingers in wet pussies. My balls were tightening, that familiar tension building at the base of my spine. They could tell, all three of them experienced enough with my body to read the signs.

"He's close," Amy announced, pulling off my cock with spit dripping down her chin.

"Not yet," Savannah said, taking me deep one more time, so deep I could feel her throat convulsing around me.

That was it. The sight of her there, tears streaming down her face, her throat bulging with my cock, Amy's fingers still working between her legs—I couldn't hold back anymore. But I wasn't going to come like this, not in her throat, not when I had other plans.

I stood abruptly, my cock pulling free from Savannah's mouth with a wet sound. Before she could protest, I bent down and scooped her up, throwing her over my shoulder in one movement. Her ass flexed next to my face as she squealed, her legs kicking playfully.

"Bedroom," I growled, already walking in that direction.

Amy and Maya followed, their laughter bright and anticipatory. I could hear them touching each other as they walked, little gasps and giggles, one of them saying something about my caveman tendencies. But I didn't care. I needed more than their mouths now. I needed to be inside someone, needed to fuck properly, needed to claim and be claimed in return.

The bedroom door was already open, the king-size bed waiting with its dark sheets that would soon be soaked with our combined fluids. I tossed Savannah onto it, watching her bounce, her breasts moving with the impact, her legs already spreading in invitation.

"Finally," she said, reaching for me. "Come fuck your little girl."

Behind me, Amy and Maya climbed onto the bed too.

“His three little girls,” Amy corrected.

“Three young, tight little girls…” Maya whispered.

“With three wet little pussies,” Savannah said, looking up into my eyes. “Completely ready for another Saturday night Daddy dicking.”
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I pulled Savannah toward me on the bed, her legs already wrapping around my waist. My hands found the backs of her knees, pushing them up and out, hooking her legs over my elbows until she was completely open, completely exposed, her runner's thighs spread wide enough that the tendons stood out like cables under her skin.

"You’re so ready," I said, positioning myself at her entrance, feeling how wet she already was from the hour of foreplay.

Amy was already moving, knowing her role without being told. She swung one leg over Savannah's face, lowering herself carefully until Savannah's eager tongue found her. The sound Amy made—half gasp, half moan—filled the bedroom. Maya knelt beside us, her dark hair falling forward as she leaned down to take one of Savannah's nipples in her mouth.

I pushed into Savannah slowly, watching her back arch even as Amy's thighs muffled her moan. She was always tight at first, her body needing a moment to adjust to me, but then she'd relax and I'd sink deeper, using her legs for leverage. The position let me go deep, deeper than any other angle, and I could feel her cervix when I bottomed out.

"Fuck," Savannah gasped against Amy's pussy, the word vibrating through Amy's body and making her shudder.

I started a slow rhythm, pulling almost all the way out before sliding back in. Each thrust made Savannah's breasts bounce, even with Maya's mouth on one nipple. Maya's hand had found Savannah's clit, rubbing tight circles that made Savannah's internal muscles clench around me.

"That's it," Amy said, grinding down on Savannah's face. "Eat me while he fucks you. Get me ready for my turn."

Savannah's hands came up to grip Amy's ass, pulling her down harder, and I could see her tongue working from the way Amy's eyes rolled back. The wet sounds of Savannah eating pussy mixed with the slap of my hips against her ass, creating this obscene symphony that had become the soundtrack to our weekends.

I changed my angle slightly, hitting that spot inside Savannah that made her whole body jerk. Her legs tensed in my grip, those powerful thunder thighs flexing. Maya increased the pressure on Savannah's clit, her other hand pinching and rolling the nipple she wasn't sucking.

"She's close," Maya said, pulling back from Savannah's breast with a wet pop. "I can always tell. Her stomach gets all tight."

She was right. Savannah's abs were clenched, her breathing coming in short gasps between licks. I kept my pace steady, knowing that changing anything now would ruin it for her. My cock was hitting her G-spot with every thrust, and Maya's fingers on her clit never stopped their rhythm.

“Come on, baby,” I said, gripping her legs tighter. “Come for us. Come for me. Come for Daddy.”

Savannah's orgasm hit like lightning, her whole body going rigid except for her pussy, which clamped down on me so hard I had to stop moving. Her thighs shook violently in my grip, and she screamed into Amy's cunt, the vibrations pushing Amy close to her own edge. Maya kept rubbing her clit through it, extending the orgasm until Savannah was actually sobbing from the intensity.

"Holy fuck," Savannah gasped when she could breathe again, Amy having lifted up slightly. "Every fucking Saturday and it still surprises me. All three of you at once is… it’s so intense.”

I pulled out of her slowly, my cock shining with her wetness. Amy was already moving, knowing it was her turn. She positioned herself on all fours at the edge of the bed, that perfect heart-shaped ass presented to me. Her whole body was already trembling with anticipation.

"Please," she said, looking back at me with those ice-blue eyes. "I’ve been waiting."

Savannah, still recovering from her orgasm, managed to slide underneath Amy in a sixty-nine position. Her blonde hair spread across the sheets as she positioned herself perfectly to lick Amy's clit while I fucked her. Maya moved to kneel in front of Amy, already leaning in for a kiss.

I gripped Amy's narrow hips, thumbs pressing into the dimples at the base of her spine, and pushed inside her in one smooth thrust. She was soaking wet from Savannah eating her earlier, from watching me fuck Savannah, from knowing what was coming. Her pussy gripped me differently than Savannah's—tighter, more delicate, like everything about Amy.

"Oh god," Amy whimpered against Maya's mouth.

I started thrusting, finding that rhythm Amy loved—not too fast, not too slow, just steady and deep. Every few strokes, I felt Savannah's tongue on my shaft from underneath as I pulled out, licking Amy's wetness off me before returning to her clit. The dual stimulation had Amy making these high-pitched sounds that she'd be embarrassed about tomorrow.

Maya had one hand tangled in Amy's hair, controlling their kiss, while her other hand played with Amy's small breasts, pinching the nipples just hard enough to make Amy gasp. She pulled back from the kiss to whisper something in Amy's ear that I couldn't hear, but whatever it was made Amy clench around me.

"Tell him what I said," Maya commanded, louder this time.

"She said..." Amy gasped, struggling to form words as I hit a particularly good angle. "She said I look so pretty taking your cock. That I’m being such a good girl for our Daddy."

Savannah must have done something incredible with her tongue because Amy's arms suddenly gave out, her face pressing into Maya's lap as she fell forward. Maya held her there, petting her hair while whispering more filth that had Amy's pussy fluttering around me.

"She's about to come," Savannah announced from below, her voice muffled. "Her clit's all swollen.”

I could feel it building in the way Amy's internal muscles were starting to spasm, no longer under her control. Her whimpers had gone up an octave, becoming almost continuous. I kept my rhythm steady, knowing Amy needed consistency to get there.

"Come on, Amy," Maya said, pulling Amy's face up to look at her. "Show us how good he makes you feel.”

Amy's orgasm was always intense, but this one seemed to surprise even her. Her whole body went rigid, then started shaking violently. Her pussy clenched and released around me in waves, and she actually screamed—something she never did. Savannah kept licking her through it, and I kept thrusting gently, drawing it out until Amy was begging us to stop, too sensitive to take anymore.

I pulled out carefully, Amy immediately collapsing onto her side, still trembling with aftershocks. Maya was already moving, a determined look in her eyes that meant she'd been thinking about her turn this whole time.

"Reverse cowgirl," she said, pushing me back to sit against the headboard. "I want to watch myself ride you."

There was a mirror on my dresser, positioned perfectly for her to see everything. She straddled me facing away, reaching between her legs to guide me inside her. The angle was different this way, hitting new spots inside her as she sank down slowly.

"Fuck, you're big," she breathed, even though she'd taken me dozens of times now.

Savannah had recovered enough to kneel behind Maya, her breasts pressing against Maya's back, arms wrapping around to find her clit. Amy, still shaky, lay on her stomach between my legs, and I felt her tongue on my balls just as Maya started to move.

She rolled her hips in these slow circles that had me gripping the sheets, then would suddenly bounce fast for a few strokes before returning to the torture of slow. She was watching herself in the mirror, watching my cock disappear inside her, watching Savannah's fingers work her clit. “You look so fucking hot,” Savannah said, kissing Maya's neck. "Taking him so deep. He’s barely holding on.”

She was right about that last part. The combination of Maya's controlled movements, Amy's tongue on my balls, and watching Savannah's hands on Maya's body had me closer to the edge than I wanted to be. But this was Maya's turn, and I'd hold back until she got what she needed.

Maya started bouncing faster, her breath coming in short pants. Savannah's fingers moved faster on her clit, and I could feel Amy doing something with her tongue that had my balls tightening dangerously. Maya's control started to crack, her movements becoming erratic.

"I'm close," she gasped, the first time she'd spoken since she'd started riding me. "So fucking close."

"Let go," Savannah whispered in her ear. "We've got you."

Maya's orgasm rolled through her in waves rather than hitting all at once. She'd tense and release, tense and release, each wave accompanied by a low moan that came from deep in her chest. Her pussy rippled around my cock, and I had to bite my lip to keep from coming with her.

Finally, she collapsed forward, my cock slipping out of her as she fell onto the bed beside Amy. All three of them were flushed, satisfied, their bodies marked with sweat and each other's fluids. They looked at me, seeing my cock still hard, still pulsing with need.

"Your turn," Savannah said with a wicked grin. "How do you want us?"

I stood up, my cock bobbing heavily, and looked at the three of them sprawled across my bed. An idea formed, one we'd talked about but never tried.

"Edge of the bed," I growled, my voice rough with need. "All three of you. On your backs, heads hanging upside down off the side.”

They giggled but scrambled to obey, understanding immediately what I wanted. They arranged themselves in a line—Savannah on the left, Amy in the center, Maya on the right—scooting forward until their heads hung upside down off the mattress. Their hair cascaded toward the floor, three different shades creating a waterfall of blonde, lighter blonde, and dark brown. They opened their mouths as they strained to look up at me, throats exposed, vulnerable, ready.

I stood over them, my cock throbbing with anticipation. I started with Savannah, gripping her hair and sliding into her waiting mouth. Upside down like this, the angle was different, letting me go deeper. Her throat bulged as I pushed in, and spit immediately started dripping down her face. Her breasts bounced with each thrust, and she gagged wetly, the sound obscene in the quiet room.

After maybe ten thrusts, I pulled out, strings of saliva connecting my cock to her lips, and stepped sideways to Amy. Her smaller mouth struggled to accommodate me, her delicate throat straining as I pushed deep. I could see my cock causing her throat to bulge as I pushed in. Her blue eyes watered instantly, tears mixing with the spit that bubbled at the corners of her mouth. She choked harder than Savannah, her whole body convulsing, but her hands came up to grip my thighs, pulling me deeper.

“Yes, yes, yes, choke on that fucking dick,” Savannah cooed as she turned towards Amy to watch. “Punish her throat, Daddy.”

I moved to Maya last, her dark eyes locked on mine even upside down. I pushed in slowly, watching her throat expand, going deeper than I had with the others. She had the best control of her gag reflex, taking me to the root and holding me there while her throat convulsed around my cock. Spit poured from her lips, running up her face, mixing with her tears.

I went back to Savannah, fucking her throat harder this time, my balls slapping against her nose. Then to Amy, who was already a mess of spit and tears and smeared makeup. Then Maya again, holding myself deep as I felt my orgasm building at the base of my spine.

"Fuck," I groaned, my hips stuttering. "I'm going to come."

“Give it to her, Daddy,” Savannah said, still upside down but watching. “Make her choke on it!”

“Dump that cum down her throat,” Amy added. “Give her what she deserves!”

I stayed buried in Maya's throat as my orgasm hit, pumping directly down her gullet in heavy pulses. She swallowed what she could, but some escaped, dripping from her lips in thick white streams, dribbling down to her nose. When I finally pulled out, she immediately scrambled up, coughing slightly, with cum and spit all over her face.

Without hesitation, she straddled Amy's chest, tilting Amy's chin up and opening her mouth. A thick mixture of cum and saliva dripped from Maya's mouth into Amy's, and Amy moaned at the taste, swirling her tongue to catch every drop. Then Amy rolled sideways, pinning Savannah beneath her, and passed the mouthful to her in a messy, cum-filled kiss.

Savannah swallowed it all with a satisfied hum, licking her lips clean before pulling both other women into a three-way kiss that was all tongues and leftover taste of sex. They collapsed together, a tangle of limbs and sweat-dampened skin, faces glazed with various fluids, their hair and makeup completely destroyed.

I dropped onto the bed beside them, completely spent, and pulled all three against me. They arranged themselves automatically—Savannah pressed against my right side, Amy curled against my left, Maya draped across my chest. We shared lazy kisses that tasted of sex and each other, no one caring about the mess, about the cum and spit drying on skin, about anything except this moment.
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The weight of Savannah's thigh across my morning erection woke me before the sun had properly considered rising, her leg thrown over me in sleep like she was claiming territory even unconscious. Maya's hair tickled my shoulder where she'd burrowed against me during the night, and Amy's small hand rested on my chest, her fingers occasionally twitching with whatever she was dreaming about. The bedroom smelled like sex and expensive wine, the sheets still damp in places I didn't want to think too hard about.

I lay there for a moment, cataloging the tangle we'd become. Savannah had ended up perpendicular to the rest of us, her head on Maya's stomach, one arm flung across Amy's hips. Maya's leg was hooked over mine, her breath warm against my neck. Amy was pressed against my left side, somehow taking up the least space despite being in the middle of everything. The king-size bed that had seemed excessive when I'd bought it now felt barely adequate.

Extracting myself without waking everyone would require the kind of coordination I didn't possess before coffee. I started with Maya, gently lifting her leg off mine and settling it against the mattress. She made a soft sound but didn't wake. Savannah was trickier—she had that runner's awareness even in sleep, her body ready to spring into action at any disturbance.

I nudged Amy instead, pressing my lips to her ear. "Hey. Want coffee?"

Her eyes opened immediately, that zero-to-alert transition she had that suggested she'd never really been fully asleep. She looked at the tangle of limbs around us and smiled, a private expression meant just for me.

"Mm," she whispered back. "Shop run?"

I nodded. She was already thinking what I was thinking—Sunday morning coffee from Latte Love, fresh pastries, bringing breakfast back for when the others woke up. It had become our thing, these early morning runs together while Savannah and Maya slept off their Saturday night enthusiasm.

We extracted ourselves, Amy somehow managing to slide out from under Savannah's arm without disturbing her. Amy grabbed one of my t-shirts from the dresser, swimming in it but making it work with her jeans from yesterday.

The morning air hit cold when we stepped outside. Amy's car sat in the driveway next to the van, and she was already jingling her keys.

The streets were empty except for the occasional jogger, Cambria still sleeping off its Saturday night. Amy's hand found mine over the center console, her fingers interlacing with mine. Her hands were always cold in the morning, and I wrapped both of mine around hers to warm it.

"You're thinking about the campus location," she said, not a question.

“Maybe.”

“Are you thinking about supplies or all the sorority girls you’re gonna have to deal with?”

“I already have more than enough girls to deal with, thank you.”

“It’s a good opportunity, Cole. Even if we do have to screen out the applicants with Daddy issues.”

"That's what I have you for. Screening out the daddy issues."

"Just the ones that aren't ours," she said with a smirk.

We pulled into the alley behind Latte Love, parking next to my van, still in the same spot we had left it last night.

"Morning, ladies," I called out as we entered.

Margaret looked up from the grinder, her gray hair pinned back in its usual bun, her expression amused as she took in our disheveled appearance. "Well, well. You look like you had quite the Saturday night."

"You have no idea," Amy muttered, but she was smiling.

Ingrid appeared from the storage room carrying a box of cup lids, her weathered face creasing into a knowing grin. "Let me guess—coffee run for the household?"

"Four coffees, and whatever pastries you can spare," I confirmed, already moving to help with the espresso machine.

Margaret and Ingrid exchanged one of their looks, the kind that suggested they were communicating telepathically after forty years of friendship. They'd both started working at Latte Love after the viral explosion, when I'd desperately needed help from people who wouldn't treat the shop like their personal pathway to TikTok fame. They were perfect—competent, unflappable, and completely unconcerned with internet nonsense. It also helped that they were possibly the only older women on Earth who were non-judgmental about my relationship with three younger girls.

"You know," Margaret said, pulling shots with practiced ease, "when I was running my shop in San Francisco, we had a similar arrangement. Four of us, sometimes five.”s

"Your shop?" Amy asked, though we both knew what she meant. Margaret had let it slip to Savannah one afternoon that she'd owned an adult toy store in the Castro for fifteen years.

"Rubber Rainbow," Margaret said proudly. "First woman-owned adult shop in the city. Sold it sfor enough to retire, but retirement's boring."

Ingrid laughed, adding steamed milk to the drinks. "She's leaving out the best part. The shop had a back room for... private demonstrations."

"Educational purposes only," Margaret added with exaggerated innocence.

"Very educational," Ingrid agreed. "That's where I met my husband, actually. He was very interested in education."

Amy's eyebrows shot up. "Wait, you met your husband at Margaret's sex shop?"

"At a swingers' event, specifically," Ingrid said casually, like she was discussing the weather. "Margaret threw the best parties. Very selective guest list."

I nearly dropped the cup I was holding.

"Don't look so shocked," Margaret said, handing me a bag of croissants. "Your generation didn't invent non-traditional relationships. You just gave them hashtags."

"Though we do appreciate the visibility you've brought to alternative lifestyles," Ingrid added, loading a box with muffins. "Even if some of those TikTok comments make me blush, and I've seen things that would make you question the laws of physics."

Amy was trying not to laugh, her hand over her mouth. "I'm never going to be able to look at you the same way."

"Good," Margaret said. "We're not just old ladies who make coffee. We're old ladies who've lived, who've loved, who've explored. Don't let anyone make you feel bad about your choices. Life's too short for shame."

"Too short and too fun," Ingrid agreed, adding an extra bear claw to our order.

We left with our bounty, four perfect coffees and enough pastries to feed twice our number. I grabbed the van keys from behind the register where I'd left them, and Amy and I split up to drive separately back to the bungalow.

Following Amy's car through the quiet streets, I thought about Margaret and Ingrid, about the lives they'd lived before they were the respectable older women who worked at our coffee shop. It was a reminder that every generation thought they'd invented sex, invented freedom, invented pushing boundaries. We were just the latest in a long line of people refusing to color inside the lines.

Amy pulled into the driveway first, and I could hear the shower running as soon as we entered the bungalow. But it wasn't just the sound of water. There were other sounds too—soft moans, gasps, the wet sound of mouths on skin.

Amy and I exchanged glances, then quietly set down the coffee and pastries on the kitchen counter. We moved toward the hallway, drawn by the sounds that were getting louder, more urgent. The bathroom door was wide open, steam billowing out into the hallway.

We peeked in and could see them clearly. Maya was on her knees, her face buried between Savannah's legs. Savannah stood with one leg propped on the shower bench, her back against the tile, both hands tangled in Maya's wet hair. Water cascaded over both of them, making their skin shine.

"Fuck, right there," Savannah gasped, her hips rolling against Maya's mouth. "Your tongue is fucking magic."

Maya hummed against her, the vibration making Savannah's whole body jerk. Her dark hair was plastered to her back, water running in rivers down her spine. She had two fingers inside Savannah, pumping in rhythm with her tongue, and the wet sounds echoed off the bathroom walls.

Amy pressed against my back, her chin on my shoulder as we watched. "They started without us," she whispered.

"Savannah always starts without us," I said, loud enough for them to hear.

Savannah's eyes snapped open, finding us in the doorway. Instead of being embarrassed, she grinned. "Morning, Daddy. Enjoying the show?"

"Are you ever not horny?" I asked, though I was definitely enjoying the view.

"Nope," she said cheerfully, then gasped as Maya did something particularly good with her tongue. "It's my superpower. That and running really fast."

Maya pulled back slightly, looking over her shoulder at us, her lips glistening. "There's coffee?"

"Coffee and pastries," Amy confirmed. "But don't let us interrupt."

"Oh, we're almost done," Savannah said, gripping Maya's hair tighter. "Maya's been edging me for ten minutes. I'm about to fucking explode."

She wasn't lying. Within thirty seconds, she was coming hard, her whole body shaking as she ground against Maya's face. The sounds she made echoed off the tile, probably loud enough for the neighbors to hear. Maya worked her through it, not stopping until Savannah was pushing her away, oversensitive.

"Jesus Christ," Savannah panted, sliding down the wall to sit on the shower floor. "Sunday morning orgasms hit different."

Maya stood, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, then very deliberately licking her fingers clean while maintaining eye contact with me. "Coffee sounds good now."

They rinsed off quickly and stepped out, completely unselfconscious about their nudity. Savannah grabbed a towel and started drying Maya's hair with unnecessary roughness, making her laugh. Their casual intimacy still surprised me sometimes—the way they touched each other without hesitation, the easy affection that had developed between all of us.

"Shower's free," Savannah announced, wrapping the towel around herself. "Try not to take too long. I'm starving and those croissants are calling my name."

Amy was already pulling off my t-shirt. "We'll be quick."

"No more shower sex," Savannah called over her shoulder. "We have antiquing to do."

"Antiquing?" I asked Amy as she turned on the water.

"And thrift shopping. Then hiking. I have a whole itinerary." She stepped under the spray, tilting her head back to wet her hair. "Very wholesome Sunday activities."

I joined her, the hot water washing away the last traces of last night. We moved around each other easily, sharing the water, passing soap and shampoo without discussion. Amy washed my back, her small hands working out knots I didn't know I had. I returned the favor, massaging shampoo into her scalp until she made little humming sounds of pleasure.

It wasn't sexual, just intimate in that casual way we'd developed. Her body was familiar to me now—the small scar on her hip from falling off a bike as a kid, the way her ribs showed when she raised her arms, the perfect handful of her breasts. I could appreciate it all without needing to act on it, without every moment of nudity becoming sexual.

"This is nice," she said, leaning back against my chest as the water ran over us. "Just being."

"Yeah," I agreed, wrapping my arms around her waist. "It is."

We stayed like that for a moment, just standing together under the water, before the increasingly loud sounds of Savannah complaining about starving to death forced us to finish up.

Twenty minutes later, we were all dressed and assembled in the kitchen, coffee consumed and pastries demolished. Savannah had eaten three croissants and was eyeing the last bear claw. Maya was curled in the corner of the couch, looking sleepy and satisfied. Amy had her phone out, checking her itinerary for the day.

"Alright," she announced. "First stop is the antique mall on Highway 1. Then the thrift stores downtown. Lunch at that sandwich place Savannah likes. Then hiking at Moonstone Beach."

"A perfect Sunday," Savannah declared, snagging the bear claw before anyone else could claim it.

We piled into the van, Amy calling shotgun while Maya and Savannah took the back seat. As I pulled out of the driveway, Savannah already had her playlist going, something upbeat and inappropriate for antiquing. But then again, we weren't exactly appropriate for antiquing either—a middle-aged man with his three twenty-something girlfriends, heading out for wholesome Sunday activities like we were the most normal thing in the world.
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The antique mall smelled like someone's grandmother had sneezed decades of dust across every surface and then died peacefully among her porcelain cats. I stood near the entrance while Savannah, Amy, and Maya scattered like kids released into a candy store, each drawn to different corners of the cluttered labyrinth. Through the grimy windows, September sunlight filtered in to illuminate floating particles and price tags that optimistically suggested these piles of other people's memories were worth actual money.

"Cole! Come look at this!" Savannah's voice carried from somewhere deep in the maze of booths, that particular pitch she used when she'd found something she absolutely had to have.

I navigated past a display of ceramic frogs wearing top hats, sidestepped a mannequin dressed in what appeared to be a Victorian wedding gown with suspicious stains, and found her in a corner booth crammed with old restaurant signage. She was holding up a metal sign, maybe two feet square, with a chipped enamel surface that read "ESPRESSO" in faded red letters. Below the word was a simple illustration of a coffee cup, one corner dented, paint flaking at the edges.

"It's perfect," she announced. "It's us. A little beat up, a little rough around the edges, but still fucking beautiful."

"It's damaged," I pointed out.

"It has character." She traced the chip with her finger. "We could hang it behind the counter. Or in the new campus location."

"We haven't even signed the lease for the campus location."

"Yet." She grinned at me, that irrepressible optimism that made it impossible to argue with her. "How much?" she called to the vendor, a heavyset woman in a floral muumuu who'd been watching us with undisguised interest.

"Eighty-five," the woman said.

"For a chipped sign?" Savannah's voice carried genuine outrage. "It's literally falling apart."

"It's vintage. 1950s. Original hardware."

"It's been in a fire."

"That's patina."

Amy appeared at my elbow, having materialized silently the way she did when negotiations were happening. She assessed the situation in a single glance—the sign, Savannah's attachment to it, the vendor's firm expression—and stepped forward.

"Forty," she said.

"Seventy-five."

"Forty-five. We're taking a risk on structural integrity. Look at that corner."

"Sixty. That's as low as I go."

"Fifty, and we won't tell anyone about the crack in the back that's been painted over."

The vendor's eyes narrowed. She hadn't expected Amy to notice that. Nobody ever expected Amy to notice things, which was usually their mistake.

"Fifty-five."

"Deal." Amy was already pulling out her wallet.

Savannah threw her arms around Amy from behind, lifting her slightly off the ground. "You're a mercenary angel and I love you."

"I'm efficient," Amy corrected, but she was smiling as she completed the transaction.

Maya found us as we were wrapping the sign in newspaper. She was carrying something in both hands, approaching with the careful reverence she usually reserved for her art supplies.

"Look," she said, presenting her find.

It was a ceramic creamer shaped like a cow. Not a cute cow, not a stylized cow, but an unsettling cow with bulging eyes and a pained expression, its mouth formed into a spout that made it look like it was screaming. The glaze was cracked and yellowed with age.

"That's horrifying," I said.

"It's magnificent," Maya countered. "Look at its face. It's seen things. It knows things. It has a story."

"The story is that someone made a terrible artistic decision fifty years ago."

"I want it," Savannah said immediately. "For the shop. Imagine customers' faces when we use it for their cream."

"We are not putting that in the shop," Amy said.

"We could put it in the bathroom," Maya suggested. "Like a guardian."

"A guardian cow," I repeated. "In the bathroom."

"Watching over people while they pee."

"That's worse."

But Maya was already haggling with the vendor for her nightmare cow, and I knew from experience that resistance was futile. When all three of them agreed on something—even something as objectively terrible as a screaming ceramic cow—I had learned to simply accept defeat.

We emerged from the antique mall forty minutes later, considerably poorer, carrying a wrapped sign, a traumatized cow, and several other items I hadn't been consulted about. The September sun was warm on the sidewalk, the coastal breeze carrying salt and eucalyptus from the hills. Other shoppers moved past us, most doing the double-take I'd become accustomed to—registering me first, then the three younger women, then doing the math.

Savannah grabbed my hand as we started walking. Amy took my other hand. Maya linked her arm through Amy's, completing the chain. We took up the entire sidewalk, four across, making no effort to accommodate anyone walking in the opposite direction.

"This is ridiculous," I said as an older couple had to step into the street to get around us.

"This is Sunday Funday," Savannah corrected. "We're allowed to be ridiculous."

A group of college-aged girls approached from ahead, and I watched them notice us, whisper to each other, pull out their phones. But they smiled as they stepped aside, one of them giving Savannah a thumbs up. Another called out "Coffee Daddy!" before dissolving into giggles with her friends.

"Your public awaits," Maya murmured.

"I didn't ask for a public."

"Neither did we," Amy said. "But here we are."

She squeezed my hand, and I realized she was right. Here we were. Walking down a California sidewalk on a September Sunday, holding hands like it was the most normal thing in the world, making people go around us, not caring what anyone thought. Six months ago, I would have been mortified. Now I just squeezed back and kept walking.

The hiking trail at Fiscalini Ranch Preserve wound through coastal bluffs that dropped dramatically to the Pacific, the ocean a deep blue that matched the cloudless sky. Savannah had changed into her running shoes in the van, and she practically vibrated with excess energy as we set out on the path.

"God, I miss real training runs," she said, bouncing on her toes as the rest of us walked at a more reasonable pace. "The track is great for speed work, but there's nothing like actually being outside."

"Then go run," Maya said. "We'll catch up."

"And leave you all to your old-person walking pace? Never." But she was already jogging backward ahead of us, her ponytail swinging with each step. "Besides, I want to talk about nationals."

"Nationals?" I asked. "Isn't that months away?"

"February. But Coach thinks if I keep improving the way I have been, I have a real shot at qualifying." Her face shifted into something more serious, that competitive focus breaking through her usual playfulness. "My times have been consistently better since... well, since this summer. Since all of this."

She gestured vaguely at the four of us.

"You think we're responsible for your running improvement?" Amy asked, skeptically.

"I think I'm happier than I've ever been, and happy Savannah runs faster." She turned to jog properly, still facing us, her abs flexing with the movement. "It's science or whatever."

"That's not science," Maya said.

"Shut up, it could be science. The point is, nationals. I'm actually going to try for it. Like, really try."

I watched her face as she talked—the determination there, the ambition that went beyond just being good at something and into wanting to be genuinely great. This wasn't the playful girl who'd seduced me with whipped cream or the brat who teased me constantly. This was Savannah with goals, with a future she was building for herself.

"You'll qualify," I said. "No question."

She beamed at me, that thousand-watt smile that still caught me off guard sometimes. "Thanks, Daddy."

"Don't call me that in public."

"We're on a hiking trail."

"There are other hikers."

"They can't hear us." She blew me a kiss and finally turned to run properly, disappearing around a bend in the trail.

The three of us continued at our walking pace, the path narrowing as it wound closer to the bluff edge. To our left, the land dropped away to reveal rocky beaches and crashing waves. To our right, scrubby coastal vegetation gave way to brown hills dotted with oaks.

"I heard from Officer Jones yesterday," Amy said quietly, her hand finding mine again. "About Dylan."

Maya and I both stopped walking.

"He was sentenced," Amy continued. "Assault charges from the festival, plus the violations of the restraining order, plus the drunk and disorderly. Eighteen months. He'll serve at least twelve."

"How do you feel about that?" I asked carefully.

She was quiet for a moment, watching a pelican glide past over the water below. "Relieved. Mostly. A little sad, maybe? Not for him—he deserves it. But sad that I ever let myself be with someone like that. That I didn't see what he was sooner."

"You couldn't have known," Maya said.

"Maybe." Amy started walking again, and we followed. "But I'm done thinking about him. He's in the past. This"—she squeezed my hand—"is my present. And my future, if you'll have me."

"Always," I said, and meant it.

Maya cleared her throat. "Since we're doing life updates... I got an email from a gallery in Santa Barbara. They want to feature some of my work in a group show next month."

"Maya!" Amy's professional composure cracked into genuine excitement. "That's huge!"

"It's small," Maya corrected, but she was smiling. "Local artists, emerging voices, whatever. But it's something. My first real gallery representation."

"What pieces?" I asked.

"Some of the work from this summer. The portraits." She glanced at me sideways. "Including the one of you."

"The one where I'm—"

"Shirtless, yes. Very tasteful. Very artistic. You can't see anything inappropriate."

"But people will know it's me."

"People will know it's a gorgeous older man contemplating something meaningful while half-naked in morning light." Her mysterious smile appeared. "They can draw their own conclusions about the relationship between artist and subject."

"Great," I muttered. "More fuel for the Coffee Daddy fire."

"Think of it as cross-promotion," Amy suggested. "The gallery crowd probably drinks coffee."

Savannah reappeared, jogging back from wherever she'd gone, barely winded despite having run what looked like at least a mile in both directions. "What did I miss?"

"Dylan's going to prison, Maya's famous, and Cole's going to be nude in a gallery," Amy summarized.

"Not nude," Maya and I said simultaneously.

"I said shirtless," I added.

Savannah's grin was predatory. "Can I see the painting?"

"At the show. Like everyone else."

"But I've seen the subject matter up close. Multiple times. I should get a preview."

"No."

"You're no fun."

The grocery store in downtown Cambria was small but well-stocked, the kind of local market that survived by carrying things the chain stores couldn't be bothered with. We filled a cart with ingredients that Amy had listed on her phone—chicken thighs, fresh herbs, vegetables I couldn't identify, a bottle of wine that cost more than dinner should.

At the checkout, the teenage cashier did the usual double-take when she saw our group. But instead of filming us or asking for photos, she just smiled and said, "You're the coffee people, right? My mom loves your shop."

"Tell her to come by," Savannah said. "We'll make her something special."

"She'd like that." The girl finished bagging our groceries, still smiling. "You guys seem really happy together. Like, whatever you've got going on, it obviously works."

"Thanks," I managed, oddly touched by the simple observation.

In the van, Savannah leaned forward from the back seat. "See? The youths approve of us."

"One youth," I corrected.

"One youth is a representative sample."

"That's really not how statistics work."

Back at the bungalow, I was banished to the living room while the three of them took over my kitchen. It was a small space, never designed for three people to cook simultaneously, but they made it work. They moved around each other like dancers, handing off ingredients, sharing cutting boards, trading tasks without discussion.

Savannah handled the chicken, seasoning it with confident strokes that suggested she actually knew what she was doing. Amy worked on something complicated involving vegetables and a reduction that filled the house with the smell of garlic and wine. Maya made a salad that was more art installation than food, arranging greens and edible flowers in patterns that probably meant something to her artist's eye.

I sat on the couch with a beer, watching them through the pass-through window, listening to their chatter and laughter. Amy corrected Savannah's knife technique. Maya stole pieces of chicken before Savannah could cook them. Savannah flicked water at both of them in retaliation.

"So," Amy said, not looking up from her reduction, "the campus location. Cole's been avoiding the conversation."

"I haven't been avoiding it."

"You've changed the subject four times since this morning."

"That's avoidance," Maya confirmed.

"It's a big decision," I said. "Expansion means employees, management structure, divided attention. It means becoming something bigger than what we are."

"What we are is a viral phenomenon running out of a single location," Amy said. "The demand exists. The market exists. The question is whether we serve it or let someone else."

"Let me guess—you have a business plan."

Amy's smile was small but triumphant. "A draft. Projections for the first year, staffing requirements, supply chain considerations. We could break even within six months if we're smart about it."

"She made spreadsheets," Savannah stage-whispered. "Like, a lot of spreadsheets."

"Spreadsheets are how you make decisions," Amy said.

"Spreadsheets are how you make money," I corrected. "Hearts are how you make decisions."

"That's surprisingly romantic for you," Maya observed.

"I have my moments."

They emerged from the kitchen bearing plates that looked like they belonged in a restaurant. The chicken was golden and crispy, the vegetables arranged artfully around it, Maya's salad providing color and contrast. Amy had set the table while I wasn't paying attention, candles lit, the nice wine opened to breathe.

We sat down together, the four of us around my small dining table, knees touching under the surface. Savannah served herself immediately, then remembered her manners and served everyone else too. Amy poured wine with her usual precision. Maya just watched us all with that quiet observance that meant she was filing this moment away somewhere.

"To the campus location," Savannah said, raising her glass before anyone else could suggest a toast. "And to Amy's spreadsheets making us all rich."

"To being smart about growth," Amy amended.

"To new opportunities," Maya added.

They all looked at me, waiting.

I looked at the three of them—Savannah with her competitive fire and her ridiculous energy, Amy with her ice-blue eyes and her plans within plans, Maya with her mystery and her art and her quiet depths. I looked at the table covered in food they'd made together, at the sign we'd rescued from the antique mall, at the horrifying cow now perched on my kitchen counter like a ceramic sentinel.

"To us," I said finally. “And to the future.”

“To the future,” they said in unison as our glasses clinked.
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Monday morning hit different after a weekend like that. I stood behind the counter at Latte Love, espresso in hand, watching my three women work the morning rush like they'd been doing it for years instead of months. Savannah pulled shots with the efficiency of an athlete in competition, her movements precise and economical. Amy handled the register, her ice-blue eyes never missing a detail, already calculating the day's numbers in that head of hers. Maya floated between them, taking orders and delivering drinks with that mysterious grace that made customers feel like they'd just experienced something meaningful, even if they couldn't explain what.

The shop hummed with its usual energy—the hiss of steam wands, the grinding of beans, the soft jazz Amy always chose for morning shifts. Customers lined up past the door, a mix of regulars and tourists who'd seen us on TikTok. I recognized a few faces. The older woman who came every Monday for a cortado and always complimented Savannah's smile. The tech guy who worked remotely from the corner table and drank enough cold brew to give a horse palpitations. The group of college girls who'd started showing up last month, phones always ready, hoping to catch something worth posting.

I took a sip of my espresso, feeling the caffeine hit my system, and pulled out my phone.

The number for the university's commercial leasing office was still in my recent calls from when Amy had made me look it up. She'd been confident I'd call. She knew me better than I knew myself sometimes.

"I need to make a call," I said, catching Amy's eye. "Back in a minute."

She nodded, understanding immediately. The corner of her mouth twitched into something that might have been a smile on anyone else.

I slipped through the door to our cramped back office, which was really just a converted storage closet with a desk crammed against industrial shelving. The space smelled like coffee grounds and cardboard. I closed the door, muting the noise of the shop, and stared at my phone for a long moment.

This was it. The threshold. Everything that came after this call would be different.

I pressed dial.

It rang twice before someone picked up. "Campus Commercial Services, this is Patricia."

"Good morning. My name is Cole Hartwell. I'm the owner of Latte Love on Main Street. I'm calling about the vacant café space in the student center."

"Latte Love?" There was a pause, then a small laugh. "Oh, right, that place. My daughter won't stop talking about you."

I closed my eyes. "That's us."

"She's a sophomore. Made me drive up from San Luis Obispo to try your lavender latte. She was right, it was delicious." Patricia's voice warmed considerably. "So you're interested in expansion?"

"I am. I'd like to schedule a tour, if possible."

"Let me check the calendar." Keys clicked in the background. "We have availability this afternoon at two, or Thursday morning at ten."

"This afternoon works."

"Perfect. The space is near the student center food court. You'll want to enter through the east doors and ask for Marcus at the information desk. He'll have the keys."

"I'll be there at two."

"Wonderful, Mr. Hartwell. Good luck with your business.”

I thanked her and hung up.

For a moment, I just stood there in the cramped office, phone in my hand, listening to the muffled sounds of the shop through the door. Decades of corporate life had taught me to recognize the moments that mattered—the meetings that changed everything, the decisions that set trajectories. This was one of those moments. A phone call lasting less than two minutes, and suddenly the future had shifted.

I wasn't just a guy who owned a coffee shop anymore. I was becoming something bigger, something that required planning and employees and management structures. The very things I'd fled from when I left Chicago.

But this was different. This was mine. Ours.

I walked back out into the controlled chaos of the morning rush. Savannah was explaining to a customer that no, she couldn't make a "skinny" version of our signature mocha because the recipe was perfect and skinny versions of perfect things were crimes against humanity. Amy was already looking at me, her expression questioning.

I gave her a small nod. "Two o'clock. We have a tour."

Her smile was tiny but genuine. "I'll clear my afternoon."

"Business stuff?" Savannah asked, handing off the drink she'd just made. "Boring adult business stuff?"

"The campus location," I said.

Her face lit up. "Holy shit, you actually called. I thought you'd waffle for another week at least."

"I don't waffle. I take what I want.”

I may have put a little bit of my bedroom voice into that last line, and the older lady at the counter gave me a curious look.

“Oh, I know you do,” Savannah countered without blinking. She didn’t even attempt to disguise the flirting in her voice, and now the poor old woman at the counter was looking uncomfortable as she grabbed her drink and fled to safety.

“Back to work, you two,” Maya said from behind me.

“You giving the orders now,” I turned around, looking her up and down.

“I will if you pervs are gonna scare people away,” she whispered as she went past me.

“Yeah,” added Amy, ganging up on me. “If the customer isn’t holding a smartphone with TikTok out, they probably don’t want the full Latte Love Sexual Experience, they just want coffee.”

She had a point.

I smirked at Savannah, she rolled her eyes at me, and then the morning rush continued, customers flowing in and out like tides. I fell into the familiar rhythm of working the shop alongside my girls. But part of my mind was already at the campus, already walking through that dusty space, already seeing what it could become.

Two o’ clock arrived soon enough and the afternoon sun beat down on Cambria College's main quad as Amy and I walked toward the student center. Students moved past us in clusters, most too absorbed in their phones or conversations to notice us. A few did double-takes—one girl actually stopped mid-stride and stared, then fumbled for her phone—but we kept moving.

"You're walking like you’re going to a board meeting," Amy observed, matching my pace easily despite her shorter legs.

"How do I walk to board meetings? How would you even know what that looks like?”

“You’re walking like you own the building and everyone in it just hasn't realized it yet."

"That's not—" I caught myself mid-stride, realized she was right, and forced myself to slow down. "Old habits."

"Keep the habits," she said. "We're about to negotiate a lease. You should look like you know what you're doing."

The student center rose before us, a sprawling building of glass and concrete that tried to look modern but mostly looked expensive. The east doors were propped open, letting in the September breeze. Inside, the space was exactly as I remembered from our Saturday visit—food court smells, fluorescent lights, the constant buzz of young energy.

Marcus at the information desk was a work-study student with headphones around his neck and the slightly glazed expression of someone counting down the hours until his shift ended. He perked up when Amy asked for the keys to the old coffee space.

"Oh, you're the Latte Love people," he said, pulling a set of keys from a drawer. "My manager said you might be coming by. The leasing rep is already there."

We walked toward the vacant space, ignoring the glances from curious students as they went to and from the food court.

I stepped inside and the smell hit me immediately. Dust, first and foremost—the particular dusty smell of a space that had been closed and stagnant for months. Underneath that, stale coffee beans, the ghost of what this place used to be. I had an immediate flashback to my first time walking inside what would become Latte Love, although this place wouldn’t need anywhere near as much work, thank God.

The espresso machine I'd noticed through the windows sat covered in a gray film, its chrome surfaces dulled to matte. The counter was scarred and water-stained. Chairs were stacked haphazardly in one corner, a few knocked over like someone had left in a hurry and never bothered to clean up.

A woman stood near the back wall, tablet in hand, looking up from whatever she'd been reviewing when we entered. Early forties, professional in a blazer and slacks, with the kind of neutral smile that said she did this several times a week.

"Mr. Hartwell?" She extended her hand. "I'm the commercial leasing manager for the university. Patricia said to expect you."

"Thanks for making time on short notice," I said, shaking her hand. "This is Amy Keswick, my operations manager."

Amy stepped forward, not blinking at the sudden job title I had given her. She was already surveying the space. I could practically see her mental checklist activating—power outlets, sight lines, traffic flow. She moved toward the counter while I stayed with the leasing rep.

"As you can see, the previous tenant left somewhat abruptly," the rep said, gesturing at the disorder.

"When did they close?"

"Mid-July. We've had some interest since then, but nothing serious until your call." She consulted her tablet. "The space is approximately twelve hundred square feet. Existing infrastructure includes commercial electrical, plumbing for espresso equipment, and HVAC that was upgraded two years ago."

Amy had found the electrical panel and was counting outlets, her lips moving silently. She crouched to check something under the counter, then stood and walked the perimeter of the room, her footsteps leaving prints in the dust.

"The foot traffic here is excellent," the rep continued. "You're adjacent to the food court, which sees three thousand students daily during peak semester. The north-facing windows get good natural light in the afternoons."

I nodded, but I was watching Amy more than listening. She'd stopped near the windows, looking out at the food court, then back at the interior. I could see her mentally rearranging everything—where the register would go, how customers would flow, where baristas would work. Her efficiency was almost frightening sometimes.

"What's the lease structure?" I asked.

"Base rent plus percentage of gross sales. That's standard for all campus commercial spaces." The rep pulled up figures on her tablet. "For a space this size, we're looking at four thousand monthly base, plus fifteen percent of gross over a threshold of fifty thousand."

"That's steep," I said, though it wasn't really. I'd expected worse.

"It includes utilities, maintenance, and access to the university's marketing channels. Orientation packets, campus tours, the student portal. You'd be prominently featured as the on-campus coffee option."

Amy reappeared at my side. "The electrical is adequate but would need upgrading. The plumbing looks sound, but that espresso machine is dead—we'd need to bring in our own. Counter space is good but the layout is inefficient. We might need to tear some things down to reconfigure the flow.”

The leasing rep blinked at the rapid-fire assessment. "Renovations would need to be approved by our facilities department."

"Standard construction drawings, permits through the county, university sign-off on final designs," Amy said. It wasn't a question. "What's the build-out allowance?"

"We typically offer up to twenty thousand for tenant improvements, amortized over the lease term."

"That won't cover a proper renovation," I said. "We'd need at least thirty-five to bring this space up to our standards."

The rep hesitated. "I might have some flexibility there, given the circumstances. The university is eager to fill this space with a quality tenant."

This was the dance. The negotiation rhythm I knew so well from decades of corporate deal-making. But it felt different doing it for something I actually wanted, for a business that was mine rather than some corporation's quarterly target.

"Let's talk terms," I said.

We spent the next twenty minutes going back and forth.

"One more thing," I said as we neared the end. "Hiring. We'd want to draw from the student body for staffing, but we'd need flexibility on scheduling around classes."

"That's actually encouraged. Work-study partnerships are available, and we have a job board that reaches every enrolled student." The rep smiled. "I suspect you won't have any trouble finding applicants."

"That's what I'm afraid of," I muttered.

Amy kicked my ankle gently.

We shook hands again. The rep promised to have formal paperwork to us by Wednesday.

"Welcome to Cambria College," the rep said. "I think this is going to be a wonderful partnership."

She left us alone in the dusty space, her footsteps echoing down the hallway until we were surrounded by silence.

Amy was still looking around, but now there was something softer in her expression. Less analytical, more wondering.

"We actually did it," she said.

"We did."

"Latte Love Campus." She tested the words. "It sounds real when you say it out loud."

I pulled her close, wrapping my arms around her from behind. She leaned back into me, her small frame fitting against my chest like it belonged there. We stood in the dust and the stale air and the weak afternoon light filtering through dirty windows, looking at our future.

"It's going to be a lot of work," I said.

"I know."

"We'll have to hire people. Real employees, not just Margaret and Ingrid covering shifts."

"As I said, I'll handle the interviews." Her voice was firm. "No daddy issues, remember?"

"Just our daddy issues."

She laughed, the sound echoing in the empty space. "Just ours."

We stayed like that for a moment longer, two people standing in the ruins of someone else's failed business, seeing something entirely different.

Latte Love Campus was about to become real. Now we just had to build the damn thing.
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The sun was still bleeding orange over the hills when I pulled into the campus parking lot, the van loaded with enough cleaning supplies to sterilize a hospital. The campus was quiet at this hour—just a few joggers and one poor bastard doing the walk of shame across the quad in yesterday's rumpled clothes. I sat in the driver's seat for a moment, coffee in hand, looking at the dark windows of what would become Latte Love Campus. The space looked different in the early light. Less dusty, more potential.

I grabbed my supplies and made my way through the east doors. Marcus wasn't at the information desk yet—too early for work-study students to be conscious—but the leasing rep had left a key with security. The guard barely looked up from his phone as I signed in.

The café space smelled exactly as bad as I remembered. Worse, maybe, now that I was here to actually deal with it. I set down the cleaning supplies, propped open the door to get some airflow, and started with the most obvious problem: the dead espresso machine squatting on the counter like a chrome tombstone.

The thing was heavy. Heavier than it looked, which was already pretty damn heavy. I spent fifteen minutes disconnecting it from the water line and electrical, then another twenty wrestling it off the counter and onto a dolly I'd brought specifically for this purpose. My shoulders burned. My lower back made its opinions known. But there was something satisfying about the work—the simplicity of it, the clear cause and effect. Disconnect, lift, move. No quarterly projections, no stakeholder meetings, no bullshit corporate euphemisms for "we're firing people." Just muscle and mechanics. I remembered the sense of satisfaction I had felt when renovating Latte Love and pushed myself to move faster.

I wheeled the dead machine to a corner where facilities would eventually haul it away, then stood in the middle of the empty space and really looked at it for the first time.

Twelve hundred square feet. Not huge, but not cramped either. The counter ran along the back wall, which meant customers would enter from the food court side and approach straight on. Bad flow. The previous owners had set it up like a traditional coffee shop, but this wasn't a coffee shop—it was a high-volume caffeine dispensary serving thousands of sleep-deprived students between classes. I needed to think assembly line, not artisanal.

I started cleaning while I designed in my head. The windows facing the parking lot were a bit grimy, so I tackled those first, spraying and wiping in long strokes that revealed the world beyond in stages.

By the time I'd finished the counters and started on the floor, the campus had begun to wake up. Students filtered past the glass wall in increasing numbers, most too absorbed in their phones to notice the middle-aged man on his hands and knees scrubbing tile. But a few did notice. And then a few more.

The pointing started around eight-thirty.

I was aware of it the way you're aware of someone staring at the back of your head—that prickling sensation that made my shoulders tense. I kept scrubbing, pretending I couldn't see the clusters of students gathering on the other side of the glass, phones out, mouths moving in conversations I couldn't hear but could easily imagine.

"Holy shit, is that Coffee Daddy?"

"No way. What's he doing here?"

"Building something, looks like. Oh my god, he's all sweaty."

I was, in fact, sweaty. September in California might be cooling down, but manual labor in an enclosed space with minimal ventilation didn't care about the calendar. I'd stripped off my flannel after the first hour, working in just a white t-shirt that was probably transparent by now from the moisture. I could feel their eyes on the muscles of my back as I moved, and I hated how aware I was of it.

The attention felt like sunlight on a sunburn—unavoidable, uncomfortable, making everything more sensitive than it should be.

I stood up to stretch my back and made the mistake of looking directly at the glass wall. A girl sat at one of the food court tables, maybe fifteen feet away, eating a yogurt parfait with the methodical focus of someone performing a task. But her eyes weren't on her food. They were fixed on me, unblinking, her spoon moving from cup to mouth in mechanical rhythm while she watched me like I was a nature documentary she couldn't look away from.

I turned back to my work. The floor wasn't going to scrub itself.

By ten o'clock, I'd moved on to more satisfying labor. The shelving was delivered by a campus facilities crew who'd left the boxes stacked in the corner with the enthusiasm of people who got paid the same whether they helped or not. I unpacked them now, sorting components, reading instructions that had clearly been translated from another language by someone who'd never actually assembled furniture.

I stood back to survey my progress. Three shelves up, evenly spaced, level despite the floor's best efforts. The cleaning had revealed surfaces that actually looked professional when they weren't buried under years of neglect. I could see it now—the flow I'd been designing in my head starting to take shape in the real space.

I thought again about the original Latte Love, the shape it had been in when I'd bought it six months ago. Water damage in the walls. A leak in the ceiling that had turned half the storage room into a biology experiment. Electrical wiring from the Carter administration that had made my contractor weep actual tears. I'd spent a long time rebuilding that place before we could even think about opening.

This was nothing by comparison. Some cleaning, some reconfiguration, some new equipment. We could be operational in a week if we pushed it.

But the work felt the same. The satisfaction felt the same. My hands knew what they were doing, even if my brain sometimes questioned why a forty-five-year-old ex-executive was installing shelving in a college food court while students photographed him through the glass.

The crowd at the glass wall had thinned as lunchtime approached. Apparently even dedicated Coffee Daddy watchers got hungry eventually. I wiped my forehead with my and checked my phone. Almost noon. Amy had texted earlier asking if I needed anything, and Savannah had sent approximately forty-seven messages about various topics including her training schedule, her theories about the screaming cow (now named Harold), and a detailed breakdown of why she should be allowed to design the campus location's menu. I hadn't responded to any of them yet. My hands had been busy.

I was measuring the wall for the next shelf when I heard the door open.

"We're not open," I said without looking up. "Obviously."

"I can see that," Maya's voice replied. "Very dusty. Very construction-y."

I turned, and the words died in my throat.

She was standing just inside the door, which she'd already locked behind her—I heard the click of the latch engaging. She wore a long fur coat, deep brown and luxurious, the kind of thing that should have been ridiculous in September California but somehow worked on her. It fell past her knees, and beneath it her legs were bare. No stockings, no shoes that I could see from this angle. Just bare skin from mid-calf down, her feet in simple flats that she must have slipped on for the walk across campus.

"Maya." I set down the measuring tape. "What are you doing here?"

She didn't answer right away. Instead, she moved toward me with that dancer's grace she had, her hips swaying beneath the heavy fur, her dark eyes fixed on mine with that particular intensity she got when she was planning something. The coat was buttoned all the way up, but it moved around her body like liquid, hinting at shapes underneath without revealing them.

She reached me where I stood by the counter and took my hands in hers. Her fingers were cold from outside, a sharp contrast to my overheated skin.

"I have an hour before my next class," she said. "I thought you might want some company."

"In a fur coat."

"I was cold this morning." But she was smiling now, that mysterious smile that said she knew something I didn't. Or was about to.

She guided me backward, around the counter, until we were in the space behind it—the space that would eventually hold espresso machines and syrups and all the tools of our trade. From here, the glass wall was visible, but partially blocked by the counter's height. Anyone in the food court would be able to see our heads and shoulders. Nothing more.

She positioned herself carefully, her back to the windows, facing me. Her hands went to the top button of her coat.

"Maya—" I started.

"Shh." She undid the first button. "I've been thinking about you all morning. Alone in here, working with your hands." Second button. "Sweating through your shirt." Third button. "Getting all those muscles moving."

The coat fell open.

She was naked underneath. Completely, gloriously naked—no bra, no underwear, nothing but pale olive skin and soft curves. Her breasts sat high and perfect, nipples already hard either from the cold or anticipation or both. Her stomach was flat, her hips narrow but curved, and she stood there in front of me like a painting that had stepped out of its frame.

"I wore this for you," she said softly. "The whole walk across campus. Feeling the fur against my skin, knowing what I was going to show you." Her dark eyes held mine. "Knowing I was going to drive you crazy."

Behind her, through the windows I'd cleaned this morning, students walked past on their lunch break. None of them looking in, none of them aware that the mysterious girl from Latte Love was standing naked behind the counter while I stood there, tools forgotten, my body already responding to the sight of her.

"Maya," I said again, and this time my voice came out rough.

She stepped closer, pressing her bare body against my sweaty, dirty, dust-covered clothes. The contrast was obscene and perfect—her cool smooth skin against my overheated mess, her elegance against my labor. She tilted her face up toward mine.

"You've been working so hard, Daddy," she whispered. "Don't you think you deserve a break?"


13

Her lips found mine before I could answer, tasting like the mint she always chewed. The fur coat was still open, her bare skin pressed against my dusty work shirt, and I could feel every point of contact as she moved.

She pulled back first, those dark eyes scanning the windows behind her. I watched her assess the situation with the same analytical focus she brought to her art—calculating angles, sight lines, risks. A group of students had settled at a table near the glass wall, laughing about something on one of their phones, not looking our way.

"Perfect," she murmured.

Then she dropped to her knees.

The movement was fluid, graceful, like she was dancing to music I couldn't hear. She positioned herself under the counter, in the space where the register equipment sat, where baristas would eventually stand making drinks. From outside, anyone looking in would see me standing at the counter, chest-height to the pass-through window. Nothing more. Nothing below.

Maya was completely hidden.

"What are you—" I started.

"Testing the equipment," she said, her voice low and amused. Her fingers were already working my belt. "You should probably look busy. Maybe check the register."

The register. Right. The register that I'd been meaning to test, that sat on the counter above her head, its screen dark and waiting. I reached for it with hands that had suddenly forgotten how to work, pressing the power button, watching it boot up while Maya's cool fingers freed me from my jeans.

"God, you're already hard," she observed, and I could hear the smile in her voice even if I couldn't see her face. "All that physical labor really does something for you."

"Maya—"

"Shh. Focus on your work."

Her tongue touched me first. Just the tip, tracing the underside from base to head in one long, slow stroke that made my entire body go rigid. The register beeped, asking me to create a password, and I typed something random while trying to remember how to breathe.

Through the windows, I could see the group of students still at their table. One of them glanced up, seemed to notice me standing at the counter, then went back to their conversation. Normal. Completely normal. Just a guy testing equipment in an empty café. Nothing to see here. I could handle this.

And then Maya started talking, looking up at me, her eyes dark, her voice at a whisper.

“All those college girls walking right past the window, staring at the hot new owner fixing the register. They have no idea I’m down here licking every thick inch of you so slow… so careful… making you leak while you try to look normal.”

Maya's mouth closed around the head of my cock, warm and wet, and I had to grab the edge of the counter to keep my knees from buckling.

She sped up for just a moment, but then stopped, glancing up again, teasing me, denying me. Talking to me with the tip of my cock still in her mouth.

“I can feel you throbbing against my tongue. But you need to calm down, Daddy. This is going to take quite some time.”

She moved with agonizing deliberation, taking me deeper inch by inch, her tongue working patterns I couldn't predict. When she reached the halfway point, she pulled back just as slowly, letting me feel every centimeter of withdrawal before starting again.

"The register," she whispered against my skin, her breath warm. "You're supposed to be working."

I forced my eyes to the screen. Some kind of inventory menu had appeared, asking me to input product codes. My fingers moved across the touchscreen without any idea what I was entering.

Maya’s tongue found the sensitive spot just below the head and pressed. I bit the inside of my cheek hard enough to taste copper.

"Those girls outside would love to trade places with me," she said, and then she took me deep again, deeper this time, her throat opening around me for just a moment before she retreated. "But this cock is mine. All mine. I’m not sharing you with anyone right now, not even Savannah or Amy.”

The slow rhythm continued. Up and down, up and down, her mouth moving like she had all the time in the world. Every instinct in my body screamed at me to grab her hair, to thrust, to take control—but I couldn't. Not here, not with students wandering past the windows, not with anyone potentially watching.

I was trapped in the most exquisite torture of my life.

Movement at the glass caught my attention. A girl had stopped directly in front of the windows, looking at her phone, probably trying to get a signal. She was maybe ten feet away, close enough that I could see the logo on her sweatshirt. If she looked up, she'd see me standing at the counter with what was probably a deeply suspicious expression on my face.

Maya chose that moment to do something with her tongue that made my vision blur.

I kept my face neutral through sheer force of will. Typed something else into the register. Nodded at the screen like I was reading important information. The girl outside finished whatever she was doing with her phone and walked away without glancing up.

Maya pulled off with a soft pop. "Someone watching?"

"Just a girl.”

“Is she hot?”

“Maya.”

"Did she see anything?"

"No."

"That’s too bad."

I heard rustling below the counter, the sound of cardboard being opened. "Oh, look what I found."

The drizzle of thick liquid on my cock made me jerk in surprise. Sweet smell hit my nose a moment later—caramel, thick and rich. I had bought a few boxes of supplies up with me this morning.

"Maya, what are you—"

"Sampling the supplies," she said. "Quality control is very important for a new location."

Her tongue traced the path of the syrup, licking up every drop with methodical attention. The sweetness mixed with the salt of my skin, and I could feel her humming with pleasure as she cleaned me, her mouth working slowly, savoring each taste.

"The caramel's good," she announced. "Let's try another."

I closed my eyes for a moment, remembering my first time with Savannah and her own penchant for sweetening this particular task.

More rustling. More cardboard. Then the cool drizzle again, this one darker, richer—mocha. Chocolate and coffee, the scent filling the small space behind the counter.

"Fuck," I breathed as her tongue found the new syrup.

"Language," she chided, but she was already licking, her mouth moving in those same slow patterns, up and down the shaft, circling the head, cleaning every trace of mocha from my skin. The contrast of temperatures—her warm mouth, the cool syrup—had my hands shaking on the register screen.

Another group of students walked past the windows. I smiled at them. Actually smiled, like a normal person, while Maya's tongue swirled around my cock and chocolate-coffee sweetness filled the air between us.

One of them smiled back and waved.

“You better hold it together, Cole. Don’t let them see you twitch. One loud moan and someone will notice.”

“Please, just finish this,” I begged, need in my voice.

“No,” Maya murmured, and I heard another box opening. "One more."

Vanilla this time. The smell was unmistakable, that particular artificial-sweet scent that somehow managed to be both cheap and comforting. She drizzled it in a spiral pattern, and I watched my cock disappear into her mouth again, watched her cheeks hollow with suction, watched her dark eyes look up at me through the gap between the counter edge and the pass-through.

She knew exactly what she was doing. She'd known since she walked in wearing nothing under that coat.

The edge was building now, that tight coil in my belly that meant I was getting close. My balls were drawing up, my thighs tensing. Maya had to feel it too—the way my cock was thickening in her mouth, the way my breathing had gone ragged.

But she didn't speed up.

If anything, she slowed down more. Her mouth moved at a glacial pace, the suction gentle but relentless, her tongue tracing patterns that seemed designed specifically to drive me insane without ever pushing me over. Every time I got close, she'd ease back, let me hover at the edge, then resume her torture.

"Maya," I groaned, barely a whisper. "Please."

She pulled off just long enough to respond. "Please what?"

"Faster. I need—"

You need what I give you." Her tongue dragged up the underside of my shaft. "And I want to take my time."

The register screen had gone dark from inactivity. I didn't care. I couldn't remember what a register was for. All I knew was the heat of her mouth, the slow slide of her tongue, the unbearable pressure building in my core.

She took me deep again, all the way to the back of her throat, and held there. I felt her swallow around me, the muscles of her throat working, and I had to slap my hand against the counter to keep from crying out.

Someone knocked on the glass.

My head snapped up. Another young girl stood outside, aiming her phone at me through the glass. Maya froze with my cock still buried deep in her throat.

The girl just wanted me to turn towards her for a picture. I put a smile on my face again and gave her a thumbs up. The girl took the picture and moved on, no doubt uploading it to her social media.

Maya started moving again before she was even out of sight.

"That was close," she whispered against my skin, and I could feel her smile.

"You're going to kill me."

"Maybe." She licked a stripe up the underside of my cock. "But what a way to go."

The slow rhythm resumed. Up and down, up and down, her mouth working with that maddening patience that made every nerve ending in my body scream for release. I was shaking now, actually shaking, my hands white-knuckled on the counter edge, my jaw clenched so tight it ached.

"I'm going to—" I managed.

Maya slowed down again, her tongue dragging against the most sensitive spot, her lips barely moving, her suction gentle but inexorable. She wasn’t ruining it, but she wasn’t pumping it out of me either. The orgasm didn't hit me so much as roll through me like a wave—slow and massive and completely overwhelming.

I gripped the counter so hard I thought I might crack the cheap laminate. My vision went white at the edges. Every muscle in my body locked up as I came, flowing into her mouth in long, shuddering pulses that seemed to go on forever.

Maya took every last drop.

I felt it, felt her throat working around me, taking everything I gave her. She swallowed again, and again, each gulp exaggerated and audible, milking me with her mouth while I trembled above her. When I finally stopped, she kept going, her tongue working gently to draw out every last remnant, her throat moving in those deliberate swallows until I was empty and oversensitive and gasping.

She released me with a final soft kiss to the tip.

I sagged against the counter, trying to remember how to stand upright, how to breathe, how to exist as a functioning human being. Below me, I heard her adjusting her coat, heard the click of buttons being fastened.

“Can I stand up?”

“What?”

“Is anyone looking?”

I glanced toward the window, expecting a horde of TikTokers, but even the group at the nearby table had thankfully moved on with their day.

“Coast is clear.”

Maya stood up, emerging from behind the counter like she'd just been looking for a dropped pen. Her lips were slightly swollen, a faint glisten on her chin that she wiped away with the back of her hand. The fur coat was buttoned up again, hiding everything, transforming her back into the picture of mysterious elegance.

"Are you OK," she said, smoothing her hair.

I opened my mouth to respond, but nothing came out. My brain was still trying to reassemble itself after what she'd just done to me.

She leaned in and kissed my cheek, her lips warm against my flushed skin. "Thank you for lunch," she whispered. "The flavors were excellent. Vanilla mixes really well with your cum.”

"You're—" I finally managed. "That was…”

"You loved it." She was already moving toward the door.

She unlocked the door and glanced back over her shoulder.

“You’ll be remodeling in here all week, right? Maybe I’ll come back tomorrow.”
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The campus café had transformed over the past week from a dusty monument to someone else's failure into something that actually resembled a coffee shop. I stood near the back wall, pretending to assemble shelving I'd already assembled twice, while Amy conducted what could only be described as high court for caffeine-adjacent hopefuls. Through the now-clean windows, a line of applicants stretched into the food court, each one more carefully curated than the last—hair blown out, makeup contoured, outfits chosen with the kind of strategic precision usually reserved for job interviews at fashion magazines rather than coffee shops.

I tightened a screw that didn't need tightening and tried not to watch.

Amy had set up her interview station near the new counter, a simple folding table with two chairs and a tablet for notes. She'd worn her most professional outfit—black slacks, white blouse, hair pulled back severely enough to make a librarian weep with envy. The message was clear: this was a job interview, not a casting call.

The applicants hadn't gotten that memo.

"Thank you for coming in," Amy said to the girl currently occupying the interview chair. "Can you tell me about your coffee experience?"

The girl—early twenties, blonde highlights, lips that had clearly met filler more than once—beamed with the confidence of someone who'd never heard the word "no" in her life. "I'm like, totally obsessed with coffee culture. My followers always ask about my morning routine."

"Your followers?"

"On Instagram. I have like twelve thousand."

Amy made a note on her tablet. I suspected the note was not flattering. "And your actual experience making coffee?"

"Oh." The girl's smile flickered. "Like, in a professional setting?"

"In any setting."

"I mean, I've used a Keurig?"

I heard Amy's pen stop moving. The silence stretched just long enough to become uncomfortable before she spoke again. "Thank you for your time. We'll be in touch."

The girl left looking slightly confused, probably wondering why her follower count hadn't secured her the position. The next applicant took her place almost immediately—a brunette with eyelash extensions so heavy I wondered how she kept her eyes open.

"What draws you to Latte Love specifically?" Amy asked, her voice perfectly neutral.

"Oh my god, Coffee Daddy is like, so inspirational." The brunette actually placed her hand over her heart. "The way he left his corporate job to follow his passion? And then finding love with three younger women? It's literally relationship goals."

I fumbled the screwdriver. It clattered against the floor, echoing in the half-finished space. Neither Amy nor the applicant looked my way, though I caught the slight tightening of Amy's jaw that meant she was exercising remarkable restraint.

"And your coffee-making skills?" Amy pressed.

"I can learn! I'm a really fast learner. Especially with hands-on training." The way she said "hands-on" carried approximately seventeen layers of implication.

"We'll be in touch."

I picked up the screwdriver and very deliberately began examining the shelving unit like it contained the secrets of the universe.

The parade continued. A petite Asian girl who'd studied "latte art tutorials on YouTube for like, hours." A tall redhead who wanted to know if the employee uniform showed midriff. A business major who asked, with complete seriousness, whether working at Latte Love would count as an "influencer internship" on her résumé. A girl who couldn't name a single type of espresso drink but knew the exact date and timestamp of Maya's viral video.

"Do you actually drink coffee?" Amy asked one applicant, an athletic blonde who'd been bouncing her knee nervously since she sat down.

"Not really. Caffeine makes me anxious." She paused. "But I could learn to like it?"

"Thank you for your time."

By the tenth interview, I'd given up all pretense of working. I leaned against the shelving unit I'd been fake-assembling, arms crossed, watching the spectacle unfold. Amy's professional mask was showing hairline cracks—a slight twitch near her eye, a barely perceptible edge creeping into her questions.

"What's a portafilter?" she asked a candidate with flawless makeup and an Instagram handle embroidered on her jacket.

"Is that like a coffee term?"

"It's the handle that holds the ground coffee in an espresso machine."

"Oh, totally. I knew that."

"Then why couldn't you answer the question?"

The girl's smile wavered. "I mean, I knew it was coffee-related."

Amy thanked her for her time.

During a brief lull between candidates, Amy stood and stretched, her spine cracking audibly. She walked over to where I stood, her expression carefully controlled but her eyes betraying exhaustion.

"This is a nightmare," she said quietly.

"Which part? The girl who asked about our 'content creation opportunities' or the one who wanted to know if you, me, Savannah, and Maya ever 'hang out together' at work?"

"Both. All of them." She rubbed her temples. "Three. Out of twenty-two candidates so far, three have known what an espresso machine actually does."

"That's... almost fourteen percent."

"That's embarrassing." She glanced at the remaining line outside. "There's maybe half a dozen left. I'm praying for a miracle."

"What about the three who knew about espresso machines?"

"Let’s see… Kelsey, Bridgette, and Nina. They're fine. Acceptable. I'll have to train them on everything, but at least they have the potential to learn."

Amy's smile was thin but genuine. "Back to the torture chamber."

She returned to her interview station just as the next candidate approached. This one was different—I noticed that immediately. Where the previous applicants had been polished and camera-ready, this girl looked like she'd walked straight from a library without bothering to check a mirror. Her red hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail, no artful pieces framing her face, no strategic flyaways. Her total baby face was bare of makeup, revealing a spray of freckles across her nose and cheeks. She was small—maybe five-two at most—and she clutched a paper résumé in both hands like it was a shield.

I turned back to my shelving unit and tried to ignore the fact that this young girl who absolutely had to be an 18-year-old freshman was friggin’ adorable.

"Chloe Bennett?" Amy asked, referring to her tablet.

"That's me." The girl's voice was higher than I'd expected, but steady. She sat down and placed her résumé on the table with careful precision. "Thank you for seeing me. I know I'm probably not what you expected."

"What do you mean?"

"I don't have a TikTok." Chloe said it like a confession. "I mean, I know about the whole viral thing—my roommate won't shut up about it—but I'm not here because of any of that. I'm here because I actually know how to make coffee."

Amy picked up the paper résumé, and I watched her expression shift as she read. The subtle lift of her eyebrows. The slight softening around her mouth. The way she sat up straighter.

"Your parents own a coffee shop?"

"In Massachusetts, yeah, They started it when I was three." Chloe's voice warmed as she talked, losing some of its nervous edge. "I grew up behind that counter. My mom taught me to pull shots when I was thirteen because she needed the help. I could make a cortado before I could drive."

"And you moved to California for school?"

"Cambria is incredible. But I miss it, you know? The coffee shop. The routine. The customers who come in every morning and you know their orders before they even reach the counter." She smiled, and it transformed her face—made her look younger and older at the same time, earnest and genuine in a way that had been completely absent from every other interview. "I saw the job posting and I thought... maybe I could have that again. Even if it's different."

I'd stopped pretending to work. I was watching openly now, the screwdriver forgotten in my hand.

"Tell me about your equipment experience," Amy said, and I could hear the genuine curiosity in her voice rather than the weary skepticism she'd been deploying all day.

"What kind of machines do you use? I saw through the window you don't have them installed yet, but I'm guessing commercial-grade? We have a La Marzocca at my parents' shop, two-group, but I've trained on Simonellis and Nuovas too. Different pull times, obviously—you have to adjust for each machine's personality."

"Machine personality?"

"Every espresso machine has quirks. Pressure variations, temperature drift, how fast the boiler recovers. You learn to read it like a... I don't know, like a relationship?" Chloe's cheeks flushed slightly. "Sorry, that sounds weird."

"It sounds like you actually know what you're doing."

"I just grew up with it." The flush deepened. "Most people here probably have way more formal training. I just have my parents' shop."

Amy set down the résumé. "Chloe, in the past three hours, I've interviewed over twenty people. You are the first one who's mentioned machine personality. You're the first one who's referenced specific equipment brands. You're the first one who's talked about coffee like it matters."

"It does matter. To me, anyway."

"You're hired."

Chloe blinked. "Wait, really? Just like that?"

"Just like that." Amy's smile was genuine now, the first real one I'd seen from her since the interviews started. "Can you start this weekend? We're doing equipment installation and orientation on Saturday, and I could use someone who actually knows what a two-group espresso machine looks like."

"Yes. Absolutely. I'll be here." Chloe stood, then seemed to remember protocol and sat back down. "Sorry, should I—do you need more references or—"

"I'll call your parents' shop to verify, but consider yourself hired pending that call." Amy stood and extended her hand. "Welcome to Latte Love."

Chloe shook her hand with maybe more enthusiasm than strictly necessary, her whole face lit up with that earnest smile that made her freckles crinkle. She gathered her résumé—she didn't need to leave it, but she seemed unsure what else to do with her hands—and turned toward the door.

That's when she noticed me.

She stopped, her expression shifting from excitement to nervous recognition. I probably looked exactly like what I was—a middle-aged man in a dusty work shirt, pretending to build things while eavesdropping on interviews. Not exactly the viral Coffee Daddy image.

"You're Mr. Hartwell," she said. It wasn't a question.

"Cole," I corrected automatically. "Mr. Hartwell was my father."

"Right. Sorry. Cole." She clutched the résumé tighter. "I just wanted to say—thank you. For the opportunity. I promise I won't let you down."

"Thank Amy. She runs the show."

"I will. I mean, I did." Chloe's cheeks were fully pink now. "I'll see you Saturday?"

"Saturday," I confirmed.

She smiled again—that same genuine, freckle-crinkling smile—and something in my chest did a thing I firmly instructed it not to do. Then she was gone, her small form disappearing into the food court crowd, her red ponytail the last thing visible before she turned a corner.

I looked at Amy. Amy looked at me.

“You’re Mister Hartwell,” Amy said in a sing-song voice.

“Stop it.”

“Did you see how she blushed?” Amy was now on her feet, stalking towards me with a grin.

“I’m just glad she used my name instead of Coffee Daddy.”

“She can learn to call you Daddy,” Amy cooed. “Savannah will teach her.”

“I thought you were supposed to be helping me keep this professional,” I protested with actual annoyance in my voice. “And… she’s a baby.”

"I know, think of how easy it will be to corrupt her, Amy said, teasing again as she entered my physical space.

“Amy, you’re fired,” I grabbed her around the waist and pulled her to me.

“Does my severance package come with a kiss goodbye,” she whispered as she pulled my face down to hers.

When we finally untangled our tongues and pulled away, she looked up at me.

“I was just kidding, Cole. Please don’t rob someone’s cradle.”

“I’ve got more than enough to deal with, thank you. But, actually, thank YOU for doing this today.”

“We… actually did it,” Amy said, glancing down in thought and then back up at me. “Orientation on Saturday and then we open next week. Are you sure we’re ready for this?”

“Fuck, no,” I said as I pulled her in for another kiss.
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The campus café smelled like fresh paint and possibility when I pushed through the doors Saturday morning. The new espresso machine gleamed on the counter like a chrome altar—a two-group Nuova Simonelli that had cost more than my first car. The grinders flanked it like sentinels, their hoppers already filled with beans from our supplier in Oakland.

Amy was already there, naturally. She stood behind the counter arranging training materials with the kind of geometric precision that suggested she'd been doing this since before dawn. Her hair was pulled back in its severe professional ponytail, her white blouse pressed so crisp it could probably draw blood. She looked up when I entered, registered the coffee carrier in my hands, and almost smiled.

"You brought coffee to a coffee shop orientation," she observed.

"They are going to make mistakes today." I set the carrier on the counter. "We need good, actual coffee to wash down the taste of their practice attempts."

I found my spot in the back corner, near the shelving I'd installed and reinstalled. The position gave me a clear view of the entire space—the new counter with its register stations, the display case we'd have to fill with pastries, the seating area with the brand new tables.

Today, what was happening inside was orientation. Our four new hires. Our first real employees who weren't Margaret, Ingrid, or the three women I happened to be sleeping with.

“Hey, where’s Savannah?” Amy asked, looking up. “She didn’t come over with you?”

“She insisted on still getting her morning run in, she’ll be…”

Just then, Savannah arrived next as though she'd been launched from a cannon.

"Training day!" she announced to no one in particular. "I'm so ready to corrupt some youth."

"We're training them to make coffee," Amy said flatly. "Not joining a cult."

"Same energy." Savannah spotted me in the corner and waved with her whole arm, like I was on the far side of a football field instead of twenty feet away. "Morning, Daddy."

“Did you miss me? I told you I’d still make it on time.”

“Don’t call me that today.”

"Morning, Mr. Hartwell." Her grin was insufferable. "Better?"

Maya drifted in a few minutes later, her dark hair loose around her shoulders. She surveyed the space with an artist's eye, probably noting the light quality or the composition of the counter arrangement or some other detail I'd never notice in a hundred years.

"The machine looks good there," she said. "Very authoritative."

"It's an espresso machine," I said. "Not a dictator."

The first of our new hires arrived at exactly nine o'clock, which was exactly when orientation was scheduled to start. This level of punctuality seemed like a good sign until I realized she'd probably been waiting outside for ten minutes, timing her entrance for maximum impact.

Kelsey Donovan came through the doors like she was arriving at a party thrown in her honor. She was curvy in a way that was immediately apparent even in her relatively modest outfit—high-waisted jeans that emphasized her waist, a fitted top that emphasized everything else. Her chestnut hair fell in careful waves, her makeup applied with the kind of skill that made it look effortless, and her smile was bright enough to cause retinal damage.

"Oh my GOD," she exclaimed, taking in the space. "This is so much cuter than I expected! The pictures online didn't do it justice. This is literally going to be the best job ever."

She continued talking without apparent need for oxygen or response. Amy made a note on her tablet that I suspected read something like *talks a lot*.

Bridgette Moya arrived next, her blonde bob swung as she moved, multiple earrings jingling with each step. The contrast with Kelsey couldn't have been sharper. Where Kelsey was polished and performatively enthusiastic, Bridgette was compact and blunt.

"Nice," she announced. "Very nice. I was worried it'd be one of those hipster setups where everything's deliberately inconvenient for aesthetic purposes."

Amy had told me Bridgette threw shot put on the Cambria track team. I asked Savannah if she knew her and was told she’s mostly OK, just don’t make her mad or she’ll use all that power to throw something at your face.

She was also, I noticed with the kind of resigned acceptance I'd developed over the past few months, notably well-endowed. Her muscular, athletic build did nothing to minimize this fact, and the Latte Love t-shirt she'd been sent stretched across her chest in ways the designer probably hadn't anticipated.

Nina Fischer appeared approximately thirty seconds after Bridgette, already looking at her phone. She was carefully styled in that Instagram-ready way I'd learned to recognize—hair a trendy color that changed weekly, makeup applied for optimal camera performance, outfit chosen to photograph well rather than for comfort or practicality. She was also, undeniably, attractive in that calculated way that came from understanding exactly which angles worked best.

"Hey everyone," she said, barely looking up from her screen. "Sorry, just posting about my first day here real quick—"

"Phones away during training," Amy said, and her voice had that particular flatness that meant she'd already anticipated this problem.

Nina looked up, slightly startled, like she'd forgotten other people existed in physical space. "Oh, totally. Just one sec—"

"Now, please."

The phone disappeared into Nina's pocket, though I caught her hand drifting toward it twice in the next thirty seconds.

We waited. The clock on the wall—new, installed yesterday, already slightly crooked—ticked toward five minutes past nine. Kelsey had launched into a story about her previous customer service experience that seemed to involve a lot of hand gestures. Bridgette was examining the grinder settings with genuine interest. Nina's hand twitched toward her pocket again.

The door opened quietly, almost apologetically, and Chloe Bennett slipped inside.

She was exactly as I remembered from the interview—small, red-haired, baby-faced in a way that made me feel approximately a thousand years old. She clutched a notebook to her chest like a life preserver, her eyes wide as she took in the other three employees already gathered. She'd worn a simple outfit, nothing designed to impress or attract attention, and her freckles stood out against cheeks that were already flushing pink.

"Sorry," she said, barely above a whisper. "The bus was late. I should have left earlier. I'm so sorry."

"You're three minutes late," Amy said, but her voice was gentler than it had been with Nina's phone. "It's fine. Welcome."

Chloe nodded rapidly and found a spot at the edge of the group, as far from the center of attention as she could manage while still technically being present.

I leaned back against my shelf and prepared to observe.

Amy ran the orientation like a military operation, which was exactly what I'd expected and probably what we needed. She walked them through the equipment first—the espresso machine's controls, the grinder settings, the steam wand techniques. Savannah provided color commentary from the sidelines, occasionally demonstrating a technique while making it look far too easy. Maya drifted around the edges, offering suggestions that somehow always improved whatever was being discussed.

"The key is consistency," Amy explained, demonstrating the tamping motion. "Same pressure every time. The espresso doesn't care what kind of day you're having. It responds to physics, not feelings."

"That's so deep," Kelsey said earnestly.

"It's literally just about pressure distribution," Amy replied, but I caught the slight quirk at the corner of her mouth.

The practical demonstrations were where things got interesting—and by interesting, I meant chaotic. Kelsey volunteered first, approaching the machine with the confidence of someone who'd watched a lot of YouTube tutorials and assumed that counted as experience. She measured the grounds with excessive enthusiasm, tamped with uneven pressure, and managed to spray hot water across the counter when she engaged the portafilter at the wrong angle.

"Oh my gosh, I'm so sorry!" She grabbed for paper towels while simultaneously trying to explain what had gone wrong. "I was totally going to nail that but then I got nervous because everyone was watching and—"

"It's fine," Amy interrupted. "That's why we train. Clean it up and watch the next person."

Bridgette stepped up next, cracking her knuckles and even stretching for a moment like she was preparing to throw a shot put across the field. "My turn," she announced.

Her technique was aggressive, which matched her personality but didn't match the requirements of espresso extraction. She tamped with enough force to probably compact the grounds into a geological formation, and the resulting shot came out thin and watery, over-extracted from the excessive pressure.

"Huh," Bridgette said, staring at the disappointing result. "That looks bad.”

"Maybe don't treat the portafilter like you're trying to win a medal," Savannah suggested.

Nina's attempt was rushed, her attention clearly split between the task and the phone in her pocket that she kept touching like a security blanket. She produced something vaguely resembling espresso, but the shot was uneven, the crema non-existent, and she'd already moved on mentally before the extraction finished.

"That's... adequate," Amy said, which was the most diplomatic word for *bad* I'd ever heard her use. "We'll work on it."

Through all of this, Chloe had been standing at the edge of the group, her notebook open, taking notes in handwriting I couldn't read from my position. She watched each attempt with the kind of focused attention that suggested she was cataloging every mistake, filing them away in some mental database of things not to do.

Amy noticed too. She always noticed everything.

"Chloe," she said, and the redhead's head snapped up like she'd been caught doing something wrong. "You haven't tried yet."

"Oh, I—" Chloe's cheeks flushed. "I can wait. Everyone else should have more practice first."

"You've had more practice than everyone else combined," Amy pointed out. "That's why we hired you. Show them how it's done."

The other three turned to look at Chloe, and I watched her shrink slightly under the attention. Kelsey's expression was curious. Bridgette looked skeptical. Nina was checking her phone again, though she pocketed it quickly when Maya cleared her throat.

"I don't want to—" Chloe started.

"Just make a shot," Amy said, gentle but firm. "Like you did in your parents' shop. Pretend we're not here."

Chloe approached the machine like she was approaching a nervous animal, her movements small and careful. But something changed when her hands touched the equipment. Her shoulders dropped. Her breathing slowed. And her fingers moved with the kind of unconscious competence that could only come from years of repetition.

She adjusted the grind first—a tiny tweak that I wouldn't have noticed if I hadn't been watching closely. Then she dosed the grounds with a practiced motion, leveling with a quick sweep of her finger. The tamp was smooth, controlled, applied with what looked like exactly the right amount of pressure. She locked the portafilter in place and positioned the cup without hesitation.

The extraction started, and Chloe watched it with intensity—monitoring the flow, the color, the timing. After about twenty-five seconds, she stopped the shot, producing a small cup of espresso with a golden crema that even from my corner of the room looked textbook perfect.

"Holy shit," Bridgette said.

"Language," Amy corrected automatically, but she was smiling.

"That was..." Kelsey trailed off, apparently having run out of adjectives. "How did you do that?"

Chloe's cheeks were flaming again, the pink spreading down her neck. "It's just... practice. My parents' shop. I've been doing this since—" She stopped herself, clearly uncomfortable with the attention. "It's not a big deal."

"It's kind of a big deal," Savannah said. She'd moved closer to examine the shot, and her expression held genuine appreciation. "That crema is gorgeous. Cole!" She turned to find me in the corner. "Get over here and taste this."

I pushed off from my leaning position against the shelf, aware suddenly that all eyes had turned to me. I'd been enjoying my role as silent observer, content to let my women run the show while I pretended to be background furniture. But Savannah had dragged me into the spotlight, because Savannah loved dragging me into spotlights.

"You don't have to—" Chloe started as I approached.

"I want to," I said, and it was true. The shot looked impressive even to my relatively untrained eye—I was a coffee shop owner, not a trained barista, a fact I'd accepted about myself months ago.

Chloe picked up the small cup and held it out to me. Her hands were trembling slightly, though she was clearly trying to hide it. When our fingers brushed during the transfer, I felt her flinch, and I watched the blush on her cheeks deepen from pink to a shade approaching crimson.

"Thanks," I said, keeping my voice neutral.

I brought the cup to my lips. The espresso was exactly what it looked like—rich, balanced, with a sweetness that suggested proper extraction and quality beans. The crema clung to my lip, and the aftertaste was clean, no bitterness, no sourness, just good coffee made by someone who knew exactly what they were doing.

"That's delicious," I said, and I meant it.

Chloe made a small sound that might have been a thank-you if it had involved actual words. Her face was now the color of her hair, and she seemed to be looking for an escape route. She found one in the form of a water bottle she'd left on the counter earlier.

"I need—just—" She grabbed the bottle and retreated several steps, drinking deeply, turning away from the group as though the act of hydrating required her full attention and privacy.

Kelsey and Bridgette exchanged glances. Nina had given up pretending not to be on her phone and was actively filming something, though Maya plucked the device from her hand with a smooth motion that suggested she'd been waiting for exactly that opportunity.

"Training time is not content time," Maya said.

"But that was such a good moment—"

"Training. Time."

I finished the espresso and set the cup aside, nodding at Chloe's back. "Good work," I said, though I wasn't sure she heard me over the sound of her own mortification.

The orientation continued, but I found my attention drifting back to the small redhead who'd retreated to the far side of the counter. She was consulting her notebook again, her face still flushed, her hands steadier now that she wasn't the center of attention. Every few minutes, I caught her glancing toward me, then quickly looking away when our eyes met.

I recognized that look. I'd been seeing variations of it for months—in the coffee shop, on campus, from students who'd consumed the Latte Love mythology and decided I was some kind of aspirational figure. But there was something different in Chloe's expression. Less calculation, more genuine nervousness. Less “Coffee Daddy” and more “Intimidating Older Boss”.

It was almost refreshing.

During a break in the training, while the four new hires were practicing their steaming technique under Savannah's enthusiastic guidance, Amy drifted over to where I'd resumed my position against the shelf. Maya materialized beside her a moment later, both of them watching the practice session with expressions I couldn't quite read.

"She's good," Amy said quietly. "Like, actually good. Not TikTok good. Properly trained."

"I noticed."

"The others will catch up with practice," Maya added. "Kelsey's enthusiasm will help once we channel it. Bridgette's got the work ethic. Nina's..." She paused, searching for the right word.

"A social media liability," Amy supplied.

"I was going to say ‘a challenge.’ But yes."

Savannah joined our little huddle once she was confident the new girls weren’t going to destroy the equipment. Her eyes were bright with the particular mischief that usually preceded her saying something that would make my life more complicated.

"So," she said, her voice pitched low enough that the new hires couldn't hear. "Little Red is pretty cute when she blushes, huh?"

"Savannah," I warned.

"I'm just saying. The way she couldn't even look at you when she handed over that cup? Adorable."

"She's nervous about her new job."

“She looks at you like you’re some kind of god,” Maya chimed in.

“That girl told Amy she’s not even on TikTok. She doesn’t care about our… unique arrangement. She just wants to work.”

“Cole, every young girl cares about our arrangement,” Amy said. “The mainstream media picked up on the emerging May to December trend after we went viral, remember?”

Yeah, Daddy,” Savannah cooed. “This thing is way beyond TikTok now. We’re everywhere. YOU are everywhere.”

Across the room, Chloe had finally gained some confidence, her face finally returned to its normal color. She was helping Kelsey with her steaming technique, demonstrating the proper angle with patient, careful instructions. She was good at this, too, I realized—not just the coffee-making, but the teaching.

She glanced up, caught me watching, and blushed again.

I looked away, and tried to ignore Savannah, Amy and Maya all stifling a laugh.
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The line stretched past the food court entrance and curved around the corner toward the library, a snake of sleep-deprived students clutching phones. I stood just inside the glass doors, thirty minutes before opening.

Some of them had brought folding chairs. One girl had a sleeping bag draped over her shoulders like a cape. A guy near the front was doing homework, his laptop balanced on his knees, the blue glow of his screen making him look vaguely undead.

I'd expected interest. I hadn't expected a goddamn vigil.

The campus café gleamed behind me, everything exactly where it should be—the espresso machine polished to a mirror shine, the grinders loaded, the pastry case stocked with deliveries that had arrived at 5 AM from a bakery in San Luis Obispo. The register systems were online. The cups were stacked in towers. The aprons hung on their hooks, awaiting deployment.

"We’re going to need more cups," Amy said, looking up for her tablet where she had spent the last twenty minutes ordering supplies.

"We have four hundred cups."

"We're going to need more cups."

Savannah came out from the back room where she had been arranging and then re-arranging our inventory.

"IT'S GAME DAY!" she announced, throwing her arms wide. "First day! Grand opening! The dawn of a new era of caffeinated excellence!"

"It's a coffee shop," I said. "Not the Olympics."

"Same energy, different equipment." She spotted the line through the windows and actually squealed. "Oh my god, look at them. They're like groupies. We have groupies now."

"They're customers."

"They're fans." She pressed her face against the glass like a kid at an aquarium. "That one has a sign. An actual sign. 'First in Line for Coffee Daddy.' That's dedication."

I chose not to look at the sign. Some things were better left unexamined.

Maya drifted in, her dark hair loose, her expression carrying that particular morning dreaminess she had before the world fully came into focus. She surveyed the space, the equipment, the line outside, and nodded once.

"This is going to be chaos," she observed.

"Controlled chaos," Amy corrected.

"Is there another kind?"

The back door opened again and Chloe Bennett slipped inside with the apologetic energy of someone who felt perpetually late even when she was early. She'd arrived fourteen minutes before her scheduled start time, but she moved like she'd kept everyone waiting, her small frame hunched slightly, her red ponytail swinging as she hurried toward the apron hooks.

"Sorry," she said automatically. "I wasn't sure about parking and I wanted to make sure—"

"You're early," Amy told her. "You're fine."

"Oh." Chloe blinked. "Okay. Good. That's good."

She grabbed an apron and tied it around her waist, her fingers moving through the familiar motions without conscious thought. The fabric emphasized how small she was—barely five-two, drowning slightly in the standard sizing—but there was something competent about the way she settled into the space, checking the espresso machine's pressure gauge, adjusting her position behind the counter, scanning the setup with her green eyes.

Then she noticed me watching her, and her cheeks immediately flushed pink.

"Good morning, Mr.—Cole." She corrected herself mid-word, the name coming out slightly strangled. "I mean. Hi."

"Morning, Chloe."

The pink deepened to something approaching rose. She turned toward the steam wand with sudden and complete fascination, as if the metal pipe had become the most interesting object in the room.

Savannah caught my eye from across the counter and grinned. I ignored her with the focused determination of a man who refused to acknowledge what everyone else was obviously thinking.

We’d decided Chloe was the only new hire competent enough to work the opening rush, but Nina was scheduled for later in the morning, the only other new hire with Monday availability. Margaret and Ingrid were once again managing the downtown shop. I reminded myself to give them a raise for putting up with all of this.

We finished our final arrangements, and then all four of my employees looked at me with anticipation as opening time drew near.

“Well, here goes nothing,” I said. “Who wants to break the dam?”

Amy unlocked the doors, and the flood began.

I'd been in corporate boardrooms during hostile takeovers. I'd navigated merger negotiations that lasted fourteen hours without bathroom breaks. I'd survived quarterly reviews that should have required hazmat certification. Nothing—absolutely nothing—had prepared me for the specific chaos unleashed this morning.

The sounds hit first. The hiss of the steam wand became a constant scream, punctuated by the roar of grinders, the beep of registers, the clatter of cups being assembled and handed off and stacked and restacked. Students called out orders while their friends held phones at angles suggesting everything was being documented for posterity or blackmail.

The smells layered on top of each other. Fresh espresso, the dark roast we'd chosen for its balanced acidity. Steamed milk, both dairy and the endless alternative variations. The sugary sweetness of syrups being pumped. The yeasty warmth from the pastry case. Underneath it all, the particular scent of a hundred young bodies pressed together, perfume and shampoo and the faint desperation of people who needed caffeine to function as humans.

The movement was relentless. Bodies flowed toward the counter, ordered, shuffled sideways, collected drinks, flowed away. New bodies replaced them immediately. The line didn't shrink—it grew, stretching further into the food court, attracting more people who hadn't known they wanted coffee until they saw other people waiting for it.

Savannah worked the front with the kind of manic charm that was either her greatest asset or a genuine medical condition. She remembered names instantly, complimented hairstyles, laughed at jokes that probably weren't funny, and somehow made every student feel like they were her new best friend rather than customer number forty-seven.

Amy coordinated behind the counter, calling out orders, directing traffic, catching mistakes before they happened. She'd positioned herself at the handoff station where she could see everything, her ice-blue eyes tracking multiple operations simultaneously, her voice cutting through the noise when necessary.

Maya floated between stations like a ghost with excellent customer service skills. She appeared wherever she was needed, solved problems I hadn't noticed were problems, and occasionally made eye contact with stressed-looking students in ways that seemed to calm them down through sheer mysterious energy.

I did everything else. Register backup. Restocking. Customer questions. The occasional intervention when someone tried to pay with an NFC app that didn't actually work. I moved through the space like I knew what I was doing, which was mostly convincing acting on my part.

But Chloe—Chloe was the revelation.

She'd been assigned to shadow Amy for the first hour, the safe choice for a new employee's first real shift. Within fifteen minutes, it was clear she didn't need shadowing. She needed to be doing the work.

I watched her pull shots like she was born behind an espresso machine. Her small hands moved with unconscious precision—dosing, tamping, locking, extracting—each motion flowing into the next without hesitation or wasted movement. The shots she pulled were consistent, every single one, the kind of mechanical reliability that came from years of repetition rather than weeks of training.

"Chloe, can you take over the espresso station?" Amy's voice cut through the noise around 7:30, and it wasn't really a question.

"What?" Chloe's eyes went wide. "But I'm supposed to be—"

"You're supposed to be learning. You already know this. Take the station."

Chloe stepped into position, her cheeks flushing—the perpetual flush, I was learning, that seemed to be her default state when anyone paid attention to her—but her hands were steady as she started working through the backed-up drink queue.

I had to restock the cups around 8 AM. This required me to move past the espresso station, which required me to move past Chloe, which I'd been unconsciously avoiding since the doors opened. The reasons for this avoidance were complicated and I preferred not to examine them too closely.

"Excuse me," I said, reaching past her to grab the stack of medium cups that needed to go on the service counter.

"Oh!" She startled like I'd appeared from thin air, even though she'd watched me approach. "Sorry, I'm in your way—"

"You're not in my way."

Our eyes met for approximately two seconds. Her cheeks went from their baseline pink to a deep crimson that spread down her neck toward the collar of her shirt. She was biting her lower lip in that way people did when they were trying very hard not to say something, and her freckles stood out against the flush like constellations against a sunset.

"The cups," she managed. "You need the—yes. Cups. Right."

She shuffled sideways, giving me more room than strictly necessary, and I grabbed the cups and retreated to the service counter with the distinct feeling that I was failing some kind of test I hadn't signed up for.

From across the counter, Savannah caught my eye and winked.

I pretended I hadn't seen it.

The morning rush became a blur of foam and steam and the constant rhythm of orders being called and fulfilled. By 9 AM, we'd served more drinks than the downtown location did in an average rush. By 9:30, I'd stopped counting and started simply surviving.

Chloe handled her station with the quiet competence of someone who'd been doing this her entire life—which, I reminded myself, she essentially had. Her parents' shop had trained her better than any formal program could have. She anticipated needs before they became problems. She adjusted milk temperature based on the drink order before anyone asked. She even caught a quality issue with one batch of espresso that tasted slightly off and had the presence of mind to run a cleaning cycle before it affected customer drinks.

Every time I walked past her, she blushed.

Every time I said her name, she blushed.

Every time I so much as looked in her direction for more than two consecutive seconds, she blushed.

It was becoming a problem only in the sense that I was becoming very aware of it, and being aware of it made me hyperconscious of my own movements, which made me move past her more often because I was trying not to move past her, which created a feedback loop of blushing and awkwardness that I was convinced everyone could see.

"You're being weird," Amy said during a brief lull around 9:45.

"I'm being normal."

"You've walked past the espresso station eleven times in the last thirty minutes. There's nothing at the espresso station you need."

"I'm supervising."

"You're making her nervous."

"I'm not—" I stopped myself. Amy's expression suggested arguing was pointless. "Fine. I'll supervise from further away."

"Good plan."

Nina Fischer arrived just as the initial craziness was dying down. She was two minutes late, looking like she'd rolled directly from bed to campus without any intermediate steps involving mirrors or coordination. Her hair was in what she probably intended to be a messy bun but which read more as "actual mess." She had her phone in her hand before she'd even finished walking through the back door.

"Oh my god," she said, taking in the chaos. "This is insane."

"This is Monday," Amy corrected. "Put your phone away and wash your hands."

"Just let me post one thing—"

"Hands. Now."

Nina pocketed her phone with visible reluctance and made her way to the sink, moving through the busy space with the careful uncertainty of someone who wasn't quite sure which obstacles were stationary and which were going to suddenly become people.

The contrast with Chloe was almost painful.

Where Chloe had stepped into the flow of work like water finding its level, Nina seemed to bounce off everything. She reached for the wrong cup sizes. She started drinks out of order. She asked questions that had been covered in training, then asked them again, then asked them a third time while Maya patiently walked her through the same procedure she'd already explained twice.

"The milk goes in before the espresso," Maya said for the fourth time, her voice carrying no frustration, only that mysterious patience she seemed to have in infinite supply.

"But that's backward from what the video said."

"The video was about a different drink. This is an iced latte."

"Oh." Nina squinted at the cup in her hand. "So I should dump this out and start over?"

"Yes."

Amy had positioned herself as Nina's shadow by 10:30, recognizing that the girl needed the kind of hands-on guidance that couldn't be provided while simultaneously managing everything else. This meant Amy was no longer managing everything else, which meant the rest of us had to pick up the slack.

The slack was considerable.

"Four oat lattes, two with vanilla, one with an extra shot, one at kids' temperature," Savannah called out.

"What's kids' temperature?" Chloe asked.

"One-thirty instead of one-sixty. Makes it drinkable faster."

"That makes sense." Chloe was already adjusting the steam wand, her movements efficient, her hands steady. She caught my eye as she worked and immediately looked away, the tips of her ears going red. "Sorry, you probably knew that. I'm not trying to—I just—the machine—"

"You're doing great," I said, and then immediately regretted speaking because the words made her blush harder, which made me uncomfortably aware of the effect I was having on her, which made me want to walk away, which I couldn't do because I was currently holding three cups that needed to be filled with espresso that she was making.

The morning bled into afternoon. The rush ebbed somewhere around 2 PM, the line finally shrinking to manageable levels as students dispersed to classes and study sessions and whatever else college students did with their time. The counter looked like a war zone—spilled milk, scattered sugar packets, a graveyard of cup sleeves that had somehow migrated from their dispenser to literally everywhere else.

Savannah collapsed against the back wall, sliding down until she was sitting on the floor with her legs stretched out in front of her. "I can't feel my face," she announced. "Is my face still there? Someone check."

"Your face is fine," Maya said, though she looked tired too.

Amy was reviewing something on her tablet, probably sales numbers, probably already planning improvements for tomorrow. Nina had been sent home an hour early after producing a drink so wrong that the customer had actually laughed.

I leaned against the counter and let myself feel the exhaustion I'd been ignoring all day. Every muscle ached. My voice was rough from talking over the noise. I'd consumed approximately six espressos and still felt like I could sleep for a week.

But we'd done it. We'd survived.

Chloe was still at her station, cleaning the portafilters with the same careful attention she brought to everything. Her ponytail had come slightly loose over the course of the day, red strands escaping to frame her face, and there was a smudge of something—caramel, maybe—on her cheek that she hadn't noticed.

"Hey," I said, pushing off from the counter and walking toward her. "Chloe."

She looked up, saw me, and immediately panicked. "Yes? Is something wrong? Did I mess something up? I thought the shots were pulling fine but if the calibration was off I can—"

"You did great."

She stopped mid-sentence, her mouth still slightly open, the words dying before they could form.

"Seriously," I continued, because I'd started this and now I had to finish it even though her expression was making something uncomfortable twist in my chest. "Today was chaos, and you handled it better than people with years more experience. Your parents taught you well."

"I—" She swallowed. "Thank you. That means—I mean, coming from you—" She stopped again, clearly struggling to complete a sentence. "Thank you."

Her eyes were bright with something that might have been the beginning of tears, though I couldn't tell if they were from exhaustion or emotion or some combination of both. At least she wasn’t blushing anymore.

"Get some rest tonight," I said, taking a step back because the moment was becoming something I didn't want it to become. "Tomorrow's going to be just as crazy."

"Right. Yes. Rest. Tomorrow." She nodded rapidly, her ponytail bouncing with the movement. "I'll be ready. I promise."

I believed her. That was the thing. I absolutely believed she would be ready, that she would show up early and work hard and handle everything thrown at her.

I turned away before I could think about it too much.

Savannah was watching from her spot on the floor, that knowing grin on her face again. I shot her a look but her grin only widened.

The campus café's first day was a success. We'd served hundreds of drinks. We'd survived the chaos. We'd proven that Latte Love could scale, could grow, could become more than just a downtown coffee shop with a viral following.

We'd also, apparently, hired someone who couldn't look at me without turning the color of her own hair.

In hindsight, I would have loved for that to be my only problem.
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The flyers were the first thing I saw when I pulled into the campus lot Tuesday morning, though it took my brain a few seconds to process what my eyes were telling me. From fifty feet away, they looked like decoration—bright paper taped across the grand opening banner we'd hung over the café windows, maybe some kind of student welcome thing I'd forgotten about. It wasn't until I got closer, coffee in hand, that the shapes resolved into something else entirely. Someone had posted flyers all over the windows of the campus cafe. My eyes focused in on the words in bold at the top as I walked closer.

GARD: Guardians Advocating Responsible Dating.

The words were printed in red letters, the kind of aggressive font choice that screamed activism without caring whether anyone could actually read it. Below the acronym, in quotes: "Protect Young Girls From Creepy Predators."

And below that, three photographs arranged in a row like a police lineup.

Jeffrey Epstein on the left, his face frozen in that particular smirk that had become shorthand for evil in the public consciousness. Harvey Weinstein in the middle, looking exactly as predatory as every news story had made him out to be. And on the right, taking up the same amount of space, printed with the same grainy quality—

Me.

I stood there in the early morning quiet, my coffee growing cold in my hand, staring at my own face positioned next to two of the most notorious sexual predators of the modern era. The photograph was from something—maybe a viral video, maybe a customer's social media post, maybe pulled from some news coverage of Latte Love's explosion into cultural relevance. I was smiling in it, looking off-camera at something or someone, appearing for all the world like a man without a care.

Appearing, in this context, like a man who belonged next to Epstein and Weinstein.

The coffee slipped from my fingers. I didn't register it falling until it hit the ground, the lid popping off, dark liquid spreading everywhere.

I reached for the first flyer with hands that had gone numb.

The paper tore as I pulled it down, leaving a corner still taped to the banner. I didn't care. I grabbed the next one, and the next, ripping them away with mechanical efficiency while my mind cycled through the same thoughts on repeat: This is happening. This is actually happening. Someone printed flyers comparing me to Jeffrey fucking Epstein and taped them to my coffee shop.

There were six of them on the banner alone. I stuffed the torn papers into my jacket pocket, their edges crumpling against my ribs, and stepped back to survey the damage. The grand opening banner was still visible behind the tape residue, proclaiming LATTE LOVE CAMPUS in cheerful letters that now felt obscene in their optimism.

My hands were shaking.

I unlocked the café doors and stepped inside, the familiar smell of yesterday's coffee grounds and industrial cleaning solution hitting my nostrils. The space was exactly as we'd left it—the espresso machine gleaming on the counter, the cups stacked in their towers, the pastry case empty and waiting for the morning delivery. Everything perfect. Everything ready.

Everything completely irrelevant to the fact that someone had just publicly accused me of being a sexual predator.

I moved through the opening procedures on autopilot. Turned on the espresso machine to let it warm up. Checked the register systems. Started a cleaning cycle on the grinders. My body knew what to do even when my brain was elsewhere, which was a mercy because my brain was currently occupied with imagining every possible outcome of this situation, none of them good.

The back door opened at 6:25. I knew it was Savannah before I turned around—she had said she would arrive on foot after her morning run across campus. But today her entrance was different. Quieter. I heard the door close with unusual care, heard her footsteps approach without their usual bounce.

When I turned to look at her, her face confirmed what I'd already suspected.

She'd seen the flyers.

"Cole." Her voice was flat in a way I'd never heard from her before. "They're everywhere."

"Everywhere?"

"The quad. The library. The dining hall. Every bulletin board I passed on my way here." She walked toward me, and I noticed her hands were full of crumpled paper—more flyers, torn down from wherever she'd found them. "I pulled down maybe thirty and I barely made a dent."

I'd expected jokes. I'd braced myself for the teasing, the inappropriate comments, the way Savannah deflected everything difficult through humor. That was her pattern. That was how she processed the world.

But she wasn't smiling. Her blue eyes were bright with something I slowly recognized as anger—genuine, protective anger—and her jaw was set in a way that reminded me she was an athlete, someone who channeled aggression into performance, someone who understood competition and fighting for what you wanted.

"Who the fuck is GARD?" she demanded, dumping her handful of flyers onto the counter. "I've never even heard of them."

"Neither have I."

"They have a rally scheduled. Three o'clock today, outside the student center." She pulled one of the flyers from the pile and spread it flat, jabbing her finger at the bottom where event details were printed in smaller text. "A protest. Against us. Against you."

I picked up the flyer, forcing myself to look at it properly this time. The photograph of me was taken from an angle that made me look older, harder, the shadows falling in ways that emphasized every line on my face. Next to Epstein and Weinstein, I looked like exactly what they were accusing me of being.

"This isn't funny," Savannah said, and her voice cracked slightly. "I know I make jokes about everything, but this isn't—they're calling you a predator. They're saying you're like those men. Those actual monsters who hurt actual people. And you're not. You're nothing like them. You're—"

She stopped, her breath catching. I collected my thoughts for a moment before speaking.

"I'm the guy who's sleeping with three women half my age and openly flaunting it," I said flatly. "That's what they see. They see Latte Love starting to normalize the idea of older men going after young girls. It’s not surprising some people don’t like that idea. Especially in this day and age. After Me Too, after the Epstein stuff… I’m angry. But now that I’ve had a moment to think about it… I’m not surprised.”

"But this isn’t the same thing and you know it,” Savannah said, her voice rising. “We chose you. We chose this. Every single one of us, fully informed, fully consenting, actively pursuing what we wanted." Her voice had risen, echoing in the empty café. "You didn't groom anyone. You didn't coerce anyone. You didn't fucking traffic teenagers to a private island."

"I know."

"Then why do you sound like you believe their bullshit?"

The question hung in the air between us. I looked at Savannah—this gorgeous, fierce woman who'd walked into my life and refused to leave, who'd seduced me with whipped cream and bad puns, who'd dragged me back into feeling things I'd thought were dead and buried.

"Because part of me has always wondered if they were right," I admitted. "Not the Epstein part, obviously. But the part where a forty-five-year-old man has no business being with college girls. The part where the power dynamics are inherently fucked. The part where maybe I'm taking advantage of something, even if I can't articulate what."

"Fuck that." Savannah crossed the distance between us and grabbed my face with both hands, forcing me to look at her. "You listen to me, Cole Hartwell. You didn't take anything. We gave ourselves to you. We keep giving ourselves to you. And if some campus group wants to compare you to Jeffrey Epstein because they don't understand the difference between predation and mutual attraction, that's their failure of imagination, not your moral failing."

Her hands were warm against my jaw. Her eyes were fierce. And for just a moment, standing in the half-dark of my coffee shop with protest flyers scattered across the counter and my reputation shredding itself across the campus, I let myself believe her.

The moment broke when the back door opened again.

Amy entered with her usual quiet efficiency, already dressed for work, her tablet tucked under one arm. She took in the scene—me, Savannah, the pile of flyers—and her expression shifted.

"I saw them on my way in," she said, her voice controlled in that particular way that meant she was actively managing her emotional response. "Nineteen in the parking lot alone."

"Savannah counted thirty on her route."

Amy picked up one of the crumpled flyers, smoothing it against the counter to read the full text, and then crumpled it up again.

"The timing is notable,” Amy said. We open yesterday, get hundreds of customers, there were media vans out in the parking lot. Today, a coordinated poster campaign and a scheduled rally. This isn’t spontaneous—someone heard about our expansion and made a plan.”

“Someone wants to ruin us,” Savannah said softly, resting her head against my shoulder. "What do we do?" Savannah asked.

Amy looked at me, waiting for the answer. Because this was my decision. My business. My face on the flyer.

"We open the shop," I said. "We serve customers. We act like this is exactly what it is—a small group of extremists who've made their minds up without bothering to learn the facts."

"And the rally? At three?"

I thought about it. The café would still be open at three. Students would be coming and going, witnessing whatever spectacle GARD decided to put on. We could close early, hide, let them have their protest without an audience.

Or we could stay open. Keep working. Let anyone who wanted to see the real Latte Love experience actually see it.

"We stay open," I said. "We don't engage with them, we don't argue, we don't give them content for their social media. We just do our jobs and let the work speak for itself."

"And if they try to come inside?"

"Then they can order a coffee like everyone else."

Savannah's jaw was still tight, but she nodded. Amy made a note on her tablet—probably already drafting a contingency plan, because Amy always had contingency plans.

The back door opened again.

Chloe Bennett entered. She stopped when she saw our faces.

"Oh," she said, her voice going small. "You've seen them too."

The flush that normally rose to her cheeks whenever I looked at her was absent now, replaced by something paler and more uncertain. She stood in the doorway clutching her bag to her chest, her red hair escaping from its ponytail, her freckles standing out stark against skin that had gone the color of paper.

"Chloe," I said, keeping my voice neutral.

"I walked past them on my way from the parking lot and I didn't know what to do." The words tumbled out in a rush. "I thought maybe I should take them down but I wasn't sure if that was the right thing or if you'd want evidence of them or if there were legal considerations and then I saw some students reading them and laughing and I just—I didn't know how to—"

"It's okay." Amy stepped toward her, her voice gentler than I'd expected. "You did fine. There's nothing you could have done about it."

Chloe's eyes found mine, and for the first time since I'd met her, she held my gaze without immediately looking away. The usual blush didn't appear. Instead, there was something more complicated in her expression—concern, maybe, or loyalty, or the particular anxiety of someone who'd just learned that the person she worked for was being publicly compared to child traffickers.

"I don't believe what they're saying," she said quietly. "About you. I just want you to know that."

"Thank you, Chloe," I said, and my voice came out steadier than I felt.

The flush finally appeared, spreading across her cheeks like sunrise over the hills. She looked away, suddenly very interested in the espresso machine's pressure gauge.

"I should—I'll go set up my station," she mumbled, and retreated behind the counter with the kind of hurried movements that suggested escape.

Savannah watched her go with an expression I couldn't read. Amy was already back on her tablet, probably researching GARD's funding sources and organizational structure because that was how Amy processed problems.

The first customers would arrive in less than an hour. The rally would happen at three. And somewhere out there, the entire campus was waking up to flyers that told them the owner of their new favorite coffee shop was the moral equivalent of Jeffrey Epstein.

Just another Tuesday.

"Alright," I said, forcing authority into my voice. "Let's get ready to open. Savannah, start the pastry prep. Amy, can you pull together anything you find about this GARD group? Chloe—" I caught myself before saying her name twice. "Just focus on the espresso machine. Make sure everything's dialed in."

They dispersed to their tasks, the routine of opening procedures providing structure against the chaos threatening to swallow us. I watched them work—Savannah's movements still carrying that protective anger, Amy's focus already directed toward solutions, Chloe's small hands moving with expertise even as her shoulders stayed tense with uncertainty.

The espresso machine finished its warm-up cycle with a familiar hiss. Savannah arranged pastries in the display case with aggressive precision. Amy's tablet glowed with research. Chloe pulled a test shot and examined the crema with narrowed eyes.

We opened the doors at seven.

The line was shorter than yesterday—word had clearly spread, and not everyone wanted their morning coffee served with a side of controversy. But some people were there specifically because of the flyers, curious faces wanting to see the Coffee Daddy in person, to evaluate for themselves whether he looked like the kind of man who belonged next to Epstein and Weinstein.

I smiled at them. I made their drinks. I pretended my photograph wasn't plastered across campus next to history's most notorious sexual predators.

I had about eight hours until the rally.

Eight hours to figure out how to survive this.


18

The crowd had already formed by the time I positioned myself just inside the student center's glass doors, watching through the smudged panes like a coward observing his own execution. Maybe fifty people—no, closer to thirty once I stopped catastrophizing—arranged in a loose semicircle near the café's outdoor seating area, their signs catching the afternoon light like accusatory flags.

They weren't students.

That was the first thing I noticed, and it changed something fundamental about how I understood what was happening. These weren't angry college kids who'd seen the flyers and decided to take a stand. These were women in their forties and fifties, dressed in the particular uniform of suburban activism—linen pants in muted earth tones, sensible flats, blouses that suggested both professionalism and approachability. Their hair was styled but not overdone. Their makeup was tasteful. They looked like the kind of women who organized school fundraisers and complained about cell phone towers with equal fervor.

They looked, I realized with a sinking feeling, like concerned mothers.

The signs they carried had clearly been professionally printed, not hand-scrawled the night before. MAY-DECEMBER RELATIONSHIPS ARE EXPLOITATION, one read in bold sans-serif font. PROTECT OUR DAUGHTERS FROM PREDATORY MEN, declared another. OLD ENOUGH TO BE HER FATHER ISN'T A DATING PREFERENCE—IT'S A RED FLAG. The messages varied but the theme was consistent: older men pursuing younger women was inherently wrong, regardless of context or consent.

I was the specific older man they had in mind.

A woman at the center of the group lifted a megaphone—an actual megaphone, the kind you'd see at political rallies or high school football games—and addressed the growing crowd of onlookers. She was mid-fifties, silver-blonde hair cut in a style that required professional maintenance, wearing a blazer over her linen ensemble as if this were a business meeting rather than a protest. Her posture radiated the particular authority of someone who'd chaired many committees and never once questioned whether she deserved to.

"Thank you all for coming out today to support Guardians Advocating Responsible Dating," she announced, her amplified voice cutting through the ambient noise of the food court. "I'm Deborah Hensley, founder of GARD, and I'm here to talk about a troubling trend that's sweeping our nation."

Students had started to gather, because students gathered wherever anything interesting was happening. They formed a loose perimeter around the protesters, some actively watching, others just passing through but slowing to see what the commotion was about. I noticed a few of them holding Latte Love cups—our cups, bought within the last hour from my café—sipping while they observed like this was dinner theater with a coffee pairing.

"We're seeing a normalization of predatory relationships," Deborah continued, her voice carrying that practiced cadence of someone who'd delivered this speech before, probably on local morning news segments between segments about traffic updates and regional weather patterns. "Older men—much older men—targeting young, impressionable college women. Using money, power, and influence to exploit girls who are barely adults."

She paused for effect, letting the words land.

"And right here on this campus, we have a perfect example. A coffee shop that's become famous not for its coffee, but for its owner's relationships with multiple women young enough to be his daughters."

A murmur went through the crowd. Some of the students exchanged glances—I couldn't tell if they were uncomfortable or entertained.

"Cole Hartwell," Deborah said my name like it tasted bad, "represents everything wrong with this so-called 'dating trend.' He's a wealthy former corporate executive who's positioned himself as some kind of romantic figure, when in reality he's taking advantage of young women's vulnerabilities. Their need for stability. Their inexperience with manipulative men."

I should have walked away. I should have gone back into the café, focused on work, let them have their moment without giving them the satisfaction of an audience. That was what I'd told everyone we would do—just ignore it, let the work speak for itself.

But I couldn't stop watching.

One of the other protesters handed Deborah a stack of pamphlets, and she began distributing them to anyone within reach with the efficiency of someone who'd done this at many intersections and community centers. "These contain resources for young women who may be in relationships with significantly older men. Warning signs of grooming behavior. Information about power imbalances. Because these girls need to understand—they're not in love, they're being exploited."

A student near the front accepted a pamphlet, glanced at it, and then looked toward the café windows. For a moment, I thought she was looking at me, but her attention was on something else—the menu board, maybe, or the line of customers still visible inside.

"We're calling on the university administration to reconsider their decision to allow this establishment on campus," Deborah continued. "Our children deserve a learning environment free from the influence of predators. Our daughters deserve protection from men who—"

"This is fucking ridiculous."

The voice came from behind me, and I recognized it before I turned around.

Savannah stood in the student center corridor, still glistening with sweat from what had clearly been a training run. She wore minimal clothing—compression shorts that barely qualified as shorts, a sports bra in bright blue, running shoes that had seen considerable mileage. Her blonde ponytail was disheveled, strands plastered to her forehead and neck. She was breathing hard, either from the run or from the anger that had turned her expression into something I'd never seen on her face before.

"Savannah—"

“I know I said I was going on another run to make sure I wouldn’t be here but… this is fucking ridiculous.”

"I know."

“I thought it would be like, religious college students or something. But those women are all old enough to be my mother.”

Through the glass, I could see Deborah still speaking, still distributing pamphlets, still commanding her little army of concerned mothers. More students had gathered now, some filming on their phones, others just watching with the detached interest of people observing something that didn't directly affect them.

“Most of those women are probably just pissed that men their own age aren’t paying as much attention to them anymore,” Savannah said, her voice rising. “It’s not our fault they got old.”

“Savannah,” I started.

"I'm not just going to stand here and take this," Savannah said, and she started moving toward the doors.

“Savannah, wait!”

She made it outside before I could stop her. So I followed her out. And then I grabbed her.

It was instinct—the same instinct that had made me reach for falling objects my whole life, the reflex to prevent disaster before thinking about whether intervention was actually helpful. My hand closed around the back strap of her sports bra, the elastic band that ran between her shoulder blades, and I pulled.

Not hard. Just enough to stop her forward momentum.

Just enough to make her turn back toward me with surprise in her eyes.

"Don't," I said. "You'll only make it worse.”

“Cole—"

"They want a reaction. They want you to confront them so they can film it and use it as evidence that we're exactly what they're claiming. An angry young woman defending her predator boyfriend. That's the story they want to tell."

"So what, I'm just supposed to let them—"

"You're supposed to be smarter than they think you are."

She stared at me, breathing hard, her chest heaving against the compression fabric of her sports bra. I was acutely aware that I was still holding the strap, that my knuckles were pressed against her skin, that from certain angles this probably looked exactly like the kind of controlling behavior the protesters were describing.

I let go.

"I'm sorry," I started to say.

But I didn't get to finish.

"Oh my God. The predator is right there. He just grabbed that girl!"

I looked up to see one of the protesters pointing directly at me. She was a woman in her early fifties, her expression a mixture of horror and vindication, like she'd just witnessed exactly the evidence she'd been hoping to find.

"Did you see that?" She was speaking to the other protesters now, but loud enough for everyone to hear. "He grabbed her by her bra. He physically restrained her."

The crowd shifted. What had been a static demonstration suddenly became something with momentum, a group of people moving toward a target. I saw Deborah Hensley's eyes find me, saw the calculation behind them, saw her understand that this was an opportunity.

"Sir, step away from the young woman," she called out, and now she was approaching the doors, megaphone still in hand, her army of concerned mothers flowing behind her like a tide.

"Cole," Savannah said quietly.

"I know."

Savannah and I retreated toward the student center doors as the mob approached but we still heard the shouting.

"That's him, that's Cole Hartwell—"

“Did he hurt you, sweetheart?"

"Are you okay? You don't have to protect him—"

"Someone call campus security—"

They were all talking at once, a wall of maternal concern and righteous anger pressing toward us, and I had approximately three seconds to decide whether to run, fight, or freeze.

I chose none of the above.

I stepped in front of Savannah, putting my body between her and the approaching crowd, because whatever else happened, whatever they thought of me, I wasn't going to let them get to her.

"Back off," I said, and my voice came out harder than I intended.

"Did you hear that? He's threatening us—"

"He's clearly unstable—"

"Someone record this—"

"Alright, everyone needs to stop right there."

The voice cut through the chaos with the particular authority of someone who carried a badge and the legal right to use it. Officer Jones emerged from somewhere in the crowd—had he been watching the whole time?—his hand raised in a gesture that commanded immediate attention.

He was the same officer who'd arrested Dylan at the coffee festival. The same one who'd told Amy about the restraining order violations. I recognized his face, his stance, the way he moved through the crowd with the confidence of someone who'd broken up countless altercations and wasn't impressed by any of them.

"Campus security has been notified of your event," he said, positioning himself between the protesters and us, "and you have every right to demonstrate in the designated outdoor areas. But this is a campus building, and you're creating a disturbance that's interfering with students' access to facilities."

"We're trying to protect students," Deborah Hensley started.

"Ma'am, I'm going to ask you to return to your designated demonstration area."

"But he just—"

"I saw what happened, ma'am. I saw a man put his hand on his girlfriend's shoulder to get her attention. That's not a crime."

The word “girlfriend” landed in the space between us like a stone dropped in water. I watched it ripple through the crowd, watched the protesters exchange glances, watched Deborah Hensley's expression shift from righteous certainty to something more calculating. She hadn’t realized who Savannah was from a distance but she sure knew now.

"Officer, we have witnesses who saw him grab her—"

"I'm sure you do, ma'am. And I'm sure they saw what they expected to see based on the pamphlets you've been handing out." Officer Jones's voice remained perfectly level. "Now, I'm asking you politely to return to your designated area. If you'd prefer, I can ask you officially, with paperwork involved."

The threat was clear. Deborah looked at me, then at Savannah, then at the growing crowd of students who were watching this entire exchange with the rapt attention of people witnessing something that would definitely become a story later.

"This isn't over," she said.

She turned and began shepherding her protesters back toward the plaza, their signs and pamphlets rustling as they moved. One of them pressed a brochure into Savannah's hand before leaving—“Warning Signs You Are Being Groomed”—and Savannah crumpled it into a ball without looking at it.

Officer Jones waited until the last of them had filtered out before turning to us.

"Mr. Hartwell," he said, and his voice was quieter now, professional rather than commanding. "Miss Blake. I think it would be best if you headed home for the day."

"We have a business to run," I started.

"These folks aren't going anywhere, and your presence is only going to keep things heated." He looked at me with the kind of direct eye contact that suggested he was speaking from experience rather than protocol. "Go home. Let things cool down. Come back tomorrow."

I wanted to argue. Everything in me wanted to stand my ground, to prove that I wouldn't be intimidated, to show those women that their campaign of manufactured outrage couldn't drive me away from my own business.

But Officer Jones was right. My presence was making this worse.

"Savannah," I said quietly. "Let's go close things up."

She nodded, some of the fight draining out of her posture as the adrenaline began to fade. I noticed her hands were shaking slightly—delayed reaction, probably, her body catching up to what had almost happened.

"Hey," I said as we walked toward the back corridor, away from the windows and the protesters and the phones still recording. "I'm sorry."

"For what?"

"For grabbing you. I shouldn't have—"

"Cole." She stopped walking and turned to face me. "You stopped me from doing something stupid. That's not something you need to apologize for."

"I grabbed your clothes without asking. Given the context—"

"The context is that you know me well enough to know I would have made everything worse if you hadn't intervened." She managed a small smile, though it didn't reach her eyes. "The context is that I trust you completely. Don't let them make you second-guess every interaction we have."

I nodded, though I wasn't sure I believed her. We headed back to the cafe to give everyone the bad news and close down for the day.
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The bungalow had never felt smaller than it did that evening, the four of us arranged around my living room like survivors of a shipwreck waiting to see if the rescue boat was real or a hallucination. The TV muttered in the corner—local news, because apparently my face positioned next to Jeffrey Epstein's was exactly the kind of content that filled the six o'clock hour between weather reports and feel-good stories about shelter dogs.

"—controversial coffee shop owner Cole Hartwell, whose relationships with multiple younger women have drawn criticism from advocacy groups concerned about predatory dating patterns—"

I reached for the remote and muted it. The anchor's mouth kept moving, forming words I didn't need to hear because I'd already lived them. Behind her, they'd pulled footage from somewhere—the café, probably a customer's phone video—showing me behind the counter, smiling at someone off-camera, looking for all the world like a man without a care.

Savannah sat on the couch beside me, freshly showered after her interrupted training run, her hair still damp against the oversized t-shirt she'd stolen from my closet months ago. She hadn't spoken since we'd arrived home, which was perhaps the most alarming symptom of how bad things had gotten. Savannah without words was like coffee without caffeine—technically possible but fundamentally wrong.

Amy occupied the armchair by the window, her tablet dark on her lap for once, her ice-blue eyes fixed on the muted television with the kind of analytical intensity she usually reserved for inventory spreadsheets and equipment specifications.

Maya sat cross-legged on the floor, her dark hair spilling over her shoulders. She'd been the last to arrive, bringing with her a bag of equipment I hadn't asked about.

"It's trending," Amy said quietly. "On Twitter. On TikTok. The protest footage is everywhere."

"Of course it is." I stared at my own face on the muted screen, frozen now in a frame grab that made me look approximately ten years older and significantly more sinister than I'd ever felt. "Nothing brings people together like a good public shaming."

"This isn't your fault," Savannah said, and her voice came out rough, like she'd been holding back something that wanted to escape. "None of this is your fault."

"Doesn't matter whose fault it is. What matters is what we do about it."

Maya looked up from whatever internal calculation she'd been running. Her dark eyes found mine, and something in her expression shifted—that mysterious distance giving way to something sharper, more focused.

"We tell our story," she said.

The words hung in the air like a question waiting for an answer.

"What do you mean?" Amy asked.

"They're controlling the narrative." Maya unfolded herself from the floor, moving with that dancer's grace she had, and began pulling equipment from her bag—a ring light, a small tripod, her phone. "They've decided what the story is: older predator targets vulnerable young women. They've cast Cole as the villain and us as the victims. The only way to fight that is to show people a different story."

"How?" Savannah's voice had found some of its usual fire. "They're not going to listen to anything we say. They've already made up their minds."

"Not everyone has." Maya positioned the ring light near the couch, adjusting its angle with practiced efficiency. "The people who showed up to that protest today? They're true believers. You're never going to convince them. But there are millions of people who've seen the viral videos, who've followed the Latte Love story, who maybe feel something complicated about age-gap relationships but haven't decided we're monsters yet. Those are the people we can reach."

She attached her phone to the tripod and aimed it at the couch where Savannah and I were sitting.

"Testimonials," Maya continued. "Direct, honest, personal. You tell people how you actually met Cole. What your relationship is actually like. Why you chose this. Not through some news filter or some advocacy group's interpretation—through your own words, in your own voice."

"You want us to go on camera and talk about our relationship?" Amy's tone was carefully neutral, but I could hear the calculation behind it.

"I want you to go on camera and tell the truth." Maya finished her setup and turned to face us. "I have reach. My account has grown since the viral videos—hundreds of thousands of followers who are already invested in this story. If we post something raw and real, it'll spread. It'll give people a counter-narrative."

I watched her work, this mysterious woman who'd drifted into my life and somehow become essential to it. She was right, I realized. Of course she was right. The protesters had seized control of the story because we'd let them. We'd tried to ignore the problem, to focus on work, to let the truth speak for itself.

The truth, apparently, needed a fucking megaphone.

"Cole." Maya's eyes found mine again. "You need to be off-camera for this. Just Savannah and Amy. It'll be more powerful if it's them speaking directly, without you there to be accused of coaching or controlling the message."

"Fine." I moved to the armchair Amy had vacated, positioning myself where I could see the setup but wouldn't be visible in the frame. "Do what you need to do."

Savannah straightened on the couch, pushing her damp hair back from her face, her jaw set with determination.

"I'll go first," she said.

Maya started recording.

For a moment, Savannah just sat there, the ring light casting a soft glow across her features, making her blue eyes bright and her skin golden. She looked young—God, she looked young—and beautiful, and fierce in a way that made something in my chest ache.

"My name is Savannah Blake," she began, her voice steady. "I'm twenty-one years old, almost twenty-two, actually. I'm a cross-country and track athlete at Cambria College. And I'm one of Cole Hartwell's girlfriends—not because he pursued me, but because I pursued him."

She paused, collecting her thoughts, and I watched her decide exactly how much to reveal.

"I walked into the Latte Love downtown earlier this year because I was looking for a job and I also wanted to see what was going on. The old coffee shop in that space had closed years ago and there was this guy, working alone, covered in construction dust. I told him about my previous coffee making experience, and then I forced him to watch me give a demonstration with the espresso machine. Like, he didn’t ask me to audition, I just started pulling a shot.”

A small smile crossed her face at the memory.

"He wasn't flirting with me. He wasn't trying to get my number. He was just a guy making coffee, minding his own business, probably wondering why this college girl wouldn’t leave him alone.”

Now I was the one smiling at the memory as Savannah continued.

"I made the first move," she said. "I made all the moves. I surprised him in the back room of the coffee shop with a whipped cream bikini because I was tired of waiting for him to notice what was right in front of his face."

Amy and Maya both looked at me with a smirk. They’d heard this story before, but now the entire world would know. I sunk deep into the arm chair, wondering if the local health inspector would have anything to say.

“And I mean, come on,” Savannah said with her own smirk. “It doesn’t matter what his age is at that point. A naked college girl covers herself in whipped cream and asks if you want a taste? What’s he supposed to do? Give me a lecture on power imbalance and the downsides of May to December relationships? Fuck off with that bullshit!”

I was still a bit mortified but couldn’t help openly smiling myself now. The speech was classic Savannah.

"Cole Hartwell didn't groom me. He didn't manipulate me. He didn't use his wealth or his age or his power to take advantage of me. I'm a grown woman who saw something she wanted and went after it. That's not victimhood. That's agency. Shit, if anything, I’m the one that preyed upon him in a way. I knew he was too much of a gentleman to make a move on a girl my age, so I grabbed some whipped cream and caramel and made him an offer he couldn’t refuse.”

I winced again but Savannah’s voice was rising.

“And now I have to hear from some old ladies in linen pants that I’m the fucking victim somehow? Fuck you. Go clutch your pearls somewhere else you fucking Stepford-ass bitch-faced…

“Uh, Savannah,” Maya interrupted. “Cut please, that’s a cut. We got what we need.”

Maya stopped recording, and then she and Amy lost it, openly laughing.

Savannah still had her hands clenched into fists at her sides, but then she relaxed.

“Sorry. It’s just.. it’s been a long day.”

“It’s all good,” Maya said, still holding her sides. I’ll… make some edits before I post it.”

Maya motioned Amy over, and she took a seat next to Savannah.

Amy settled into the frame with her characteristic precision, her blonde hair pulled back severely, her posture straight but not rigid. Where Savannah had been fire, Amy was ice—controlled, measured, but exactly as compelling in its own way.

"I'm Amy Keswick," she said. "I'm the operations manager at Latte Love, and I'm also in a relationship with Cole Hartwell and Savannah Blake."

She paused, and I saw her decide to tell the truth—the whole truth, not the sanitized version.

"Before Cole, I was in an abusive relationship. A man who controlled what I wore, where I went, who I talked to. A man who hit me when I didn't perform adequately as his perfect girlfriend. I stayed with him for years because I believed that was what I deserved."

The words hung in the air. I hadn't known she was going to share this. I hadn't known she was willing to expose that wound to strangers on the internet.

"Cole protected me from that man," Amy continued, her voice never wavering. "When my ex showed up at the coffee shop to harass me, Cole stood between us. He made sure I was safe. He didn't ask for anything in return. He didn't expect my gratitude to translate into a relationship. He was just... kind."

She glanced at Savannah, something warm passing between them that the camera would capture perfectly.

"Savannah welcomed me, first as a coworker, then as a friend and then… she encouraged me to explore what I was feeling for Cole, even when I was terrified that acting on it would destroy what they had. She made room for me in their relationship because she's generous and secure and nothing like the manipulated victim these protesters seem to think she should be."

Amy turned back to the camera.

"Cole Hartwell is not a predator. He's a man who treats women like human beings with agency and intelligence. He's a man who listens when we speak and respects what we say. He's a man who's built something beautiful with three women who chose him freely, without coercion, without manipulation."

Her ice-blue eyes were bright now, but her voice remained steady.

"The women protesting outside our coffee shop don't know anything about our relationship. They've decided that our ages make our love invalid, that our choices make us victims, that our happiness is somehow threatening. And I think that says more about them than it does about us."

Maya kept the camera rolling as Amy finished speaking. A moment passed, and then Maya herself moved into frame, positioning herself between Savannah and Amy on the couch. Her dark hair fell around her shoulders, her mysterious expression now carrying something more direct, more challenging.

"I'm Maya Dovell," she said, her low voice carrying clearly. "I'm a visual arts student, and I'm the third woman in Cole Hartwell's life who chose to be there."

She paused, her dark eyes finding the lens.

"I've been watching this unfold all day—the protest, the news coverage, the assumption that any relationship between an older man and younger women must be exploitation. And I keep coming back to one question: Why is this taboo?"

Maya tilted her head slightly, that gesture she made when she was dissecting something.

"Why is it acceptable for older men to be attracted to younger women in private, everyone knows they are—but somehow predatory to admit it publicly? Why is it threatening when a man like Cole builds honest, consensual relationships with women who want to be with him?"

She let the question hang before continuing.

"The women at that protest today—they weren't college students. They were women in their forties and fifties. Mothers. Concerned citizens. And I have to wonder: What exactly are they concerned about? That their daughters might make different choices than they did? That younger women might be choosing partners they don't approve of?"

Her voice carried an edge now, that sharp intellect finally unsheathed.

"Because what I've seen since the Coffee Daddy trend started isn't exploitation. It's empowerment. It's younger women in Cambria and beyond realizing they don't have to settle for immature men their own age who can't commit and can't communicate. It's women going after what they want—stability, maturity, partnership with someone who's done the work of growing up."

She paused again, and something flickered in her expression—not quite a smile, but something close.

If that threatens some people, maybe they should ask themselves why. Is it jealousy? Is it fear that the dating pool they've aged into is shrinking? Or is it just the age-old impulse to control women's choices by deciding which ones are acceptable?"

Maya looked directly into the camera.

"We're not victims. We're not naive. We're not being groomed or manipulated or exploited. We're three women who found a man who treats us with respect and honesty, and we're building something together that makes us happy. The fact that it makes some people uncomfortable isn't our problem to solve."

She held the lens for another moment, then reached toward the tripod to stop recording.

The silence that followed was different from the silence at the beginning of the evening. This one had weight, purpose, the sense of having done something rather than just endured something.

I sat in my chair, watching my three girlfriends gathered on the couch, their faces still lit by the ring light, their expressions carrying the particular exhaustion that came from emotional exposure. They'd just told the internet the most intimate details of our relationships—the whipped cream, the abuse, the choices they'd made and why.

They'd done it for me.

"Cole." Maya's voice pulled me back. She was holding her phone, already making edits. "Anything you want to add? You could do a separate statement—"

"No." I shook my head. "You were right. It's more powerful coming from you. All three of you."

Savannah reached across the couch and took Amy's hand. Maya stood apart, phone still in her grip, her finger hovering over the upload button.

"Once this goes out," she said, "there's no taking it back. It'll spread. It'll get reactions. Some people will believe you, and some will use it as more evidence that Cole has 'brainwashed' us."

"Good," Savannah said. "Let them. I'm tired of being quiet."

"Amy?"

Amy nodded, her jaw set. "Do it."

Maya looked at me one more time, and I saw something in her dark eyes that I couldn't quite name—something between asking permission and offering comfort.

"Do it," I said.

She pressed upload.

The progress bar filled, pixel by pixel, our counter-narrative making its way into the digital ether where it would live forever, spreading to phones and laptops and the endless scroll of social media feeds.

"Thank you," I said, and my voice came out rougher than I intended. "All of you. For doing that."

Savannah smiled, some of her usual spark returning. "Yeah, well, someone had to tell the world about the whipped cream."

"I could have lived without that part being public."

"Where's the fun in that?" She stood, stretching, before turning to Amy and Maya. "I'm ordering pizza. And then we’re giving our boyfriend his dessert.”

“Um, what kind of dessert,” I asked with a smirk.

“I know it’s not Saturday night but given the day we’ve had, I asked Amy and Maya to pack overnight bags,” Savannah said, matter-of-factly. “Dessert is all-you-can-eat pussy pie.”
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The sounds coming from my bathroom were suspicious. Three women crammed into a space designed for one, the muffled sounds of water running and whispers I couldn't quite make out. I lay naked on my bed, staring at the ceiling, still feeling the adrenaline from the day's chaos working its way out of my system. Whatever they were plotting in there, I figured I'd earned it—for better or worse.

Now I could hear Savannah's voice through the door, pitched low but unmistakably excited. Amy's response was too quiet to catch. Maya said something that made both of them laugh—that particular laugh women made when they were up to something.

I considered getting up to investigate. I decided against it. Whatever was coming, I'd face it horizontal.

The bathroom door opened.

They emerged single file, all three of them gloriously naked, their skin still slightly damp from whatever they'd been doing in there. Savannah led the way, her blonde hair loose around her shoulders instead of its usual ponytail. Amy followed, her petite frame somehow commanding despite its size, her expression carrying that hint of amusement she got when she was in on a secret. Maya brought up the rear, dark hair cascading down her back, her movements unhurried and deliberate.

They approached the bed like a coordinated unit.

Savannah took my right side, sliding onto the mattress and pressing herself against me. Amy took my left, her smaller body fitting into the space between my arm and my ribs. Maya crawled up from the foot of the bed and settled herself across my legs, her weight warm and comfortable against my thighs.

"Hi," Savannah said.

"Hi yourself."

"You had a rough day."

"I've had better."

Amy's hand found my chest, her fingers tracing slow patterns across my skin. "We thought you could use some stress relief."

"That's very considerate."

"We're very considerate people," Maya said from her position at my legs. Her voice was soft, almost drowsy, but her eyes were alert.

Savannah kissed me first. Slow and deep, none of her usual urgency. When she pulled back, Amy turned my face toward her and took her turn. Her lips were cooler than Savannah's, her approach more measured, but no less thorough. Then Maya was crawling up my body, her weight shifting as she positioned herself to reach my mouth, and she kissed me with that particular intensity she had—like she was studying me, memorizing me.

This was different from our usual encounters. Slower. More deliberate. The frenetic energy that usually characterized our time together was absent, replaced by something that felt almost tender. We'd been through something today. All of us, even if the protesters' anger had been directed primarily at me. They'd seen their relationship—our relationship—reduced to pamphlets and megaphone accusations. They'd watched strangers call them victims when they were anything but.

Savannah's hand traced down my stomach while Amy's fingers played with my hair. Maya had settled back onto my chest, her cheek pressed against my heartbeat. For a long moment, we just lay there—four naked bodies tangled together on my bed, breathing in sync.

Then Savannah's hand found what it was looking for, and her grip made me inhale sharply.

"There he is," she murmured.

Amy's hand joined Savannah's, then Maya's, and suddenly I had six hands touching me—my chest, my stomach, my thighs, my cock. They took turns stroking, caressing, exploring, like they were mapping territory they already knew but wanted to rediscover. I felt myself growing harder under their combined attention.

"Hope you're still hungry, Daddy," Savannah cooed, and before I could respond, she was moving—shifting her weight, swinging one leg over my head, positioning herself above my face.

She lowered herself onto me.

I grabbed her thighs and pulled her down harder. After the day I'd had, after being called a predator and an exploiter and whatever else those women had shouted through their professional-grade megaphone, I wasn't in the mood for gentle. I licked her like I was starving for it, which maybe I was. My tongue found her center and worked in long, flat strokes that made her gasp. I inhaled the scent of her—clean from the bathroom but already getting wet—and pressed deeper.

"Oh fuck," Savannah breathed. "Just like that, Bossman."

I felt hands on my cock—Amy and Maya, working together—but I couldn't focus on them. My world had narrowed to Savannah's body above me, the taste of her, the sounds she made when I hit the right spots. I sucked her clit into my mouth and felt her thighs clench around my head.

A sharp sound cut through Savannah's moaning—a slap, followed by Amy's voice.

"Stop being greedy. Let us have a turn."

Savannah whined but obeyed, sliding off my face with obvious reluctance. My chin was wet, my lips swollen, and I barely had time to catch my breath before Amy was taking her place.

Amy positioned herself with precision—finding exactly the angle she wanted before settling her weight. Her thighs were smaller but no less insistent against my ears, and when my tongue found her, she sighed like she'd been waiting for this all day.

"That's good," she said quietly. "God, I love a man who knows his way around a pussy.”

I gave her what she wanted while, somewhere beyond my limited field of vision, Savannah and Maya found each other. I heard the wet sounds of kissing, heard Savannah's muffled moan against someone else's mouth. Amy's hand tangled in my hair, holding me in place, her hips making small grinding motions against my face.

She was close—I could tell by the way her breathing changed, by the tension building in her thighs—when Maya's voice cut through.

"My turn."

Amy huffed something that might have been disappointment, but she moved, and then Maya was there. She lowered herself slowly, almost teasingly, making me crane my neck to reach her. When I finally got my mouth on her, she made a sound in the back of her throat that I'd learned to recognize as her version of enthusiasm.

I worked my tongue inside her while my nose pressed against her clit, and she ground down on me with slow, deliberate movements.

By the time she finally lifted herself off, my face was covered. Three different women, three different tastes, all of them mingling on my skin. I blinked up at the ceiling, trying to catch my breath, while they regrouped somewhere beyond my immediate vision.

Then they were all looking at me. Three sets of eyes—blue, ice-blue, dark brown—all carrying the same expression. The expression that said they'd been planning something and were about to spring it.

"I don't want there to be any doubt after today that I belong to you, Daddy," Savannah said, and her smile had turned wicked. "I want you to take all of me. Every single part."

I blinked. "What do you mean?"

Amy and Maya exchanged glances and then laughed—that conspiratorial laugh I'd heard through the bathroom door.

"She means you're gonna fuck all our asses tonight, Cole," Amy said matter-of-factly.

"Oh no, what will those GARD ladies think?" Maya added, her voice dripping with mock concern. "An old, creepy man shoving his cock into an innocent girl's butthole? The horror."

I couldn't help but laugh.

"Savannah, I don't think you're old enough to make this decision," Maya continued in that same tone.

"Shut the fuck up, Maya," Savannah said, but she was laughing too.

I sat up, looking at the three of them. "You're serious."

"Very serious. Savannah's eyes were bright with that competitive gleam she got before track meets. "After everything those women said today about how we can't consent, about how we don't know what we want? I want to show them—show you—that I know exactly what I want."

"And what Savannah wants, apparently, is anal," Amy said dryly. "She's been talking about it for the last hour.”

Maya was already moving, arranging herself on the bed on all fours, her taut behind raised and presented. "Less talking. More doing."

Amy joined her, positioning herself next to Maya. Savannah scrambled into position on Amy's other side, completing the row.

Three women. Doggie style. Across my bed. Three beautiful booties raised and waiting.

I suddenly understood why they'd spent so long in the bathroom.

Savannah reached toward my nightstand and produced a bottle of lube I didn't remember buying. She tossed it to me, and I caught it reflexively.

"You'll need that," she said over her shoulder.

I looked at the bottle in my hand, then at the three women lined up before me.

I squeezed a generous amount of lube onto my palm and began stroking myself, getting thoroughly coated. Then I moved behind them, dripping lube onto each waiting entrance—Savannah first, then Amy, then Maya. They all giggled at the sensation, wiggling their asses as the cool liquid hit their skin.

I ran my thumb across Savannah's ass, working the lube in gently. She pushed back against the pressure, making an impatient sound. I moved to Amy, who took the intrusion with a quiet breath. Maya hummed when I reached her, her body accepting my thumb eagerly.

I positioned myself behind Savannah, the head of my cock pressed against her lubed entrance.

"Ready?"

"Born ready," she said.

I pushed in slowly, and Savannah let out a squeal that made me stop immediately.

"Did I—"

She looked back over her shoulder, her expression fierce. "When I scream, it means fuck me harder."

Amy and Maya both giggled at that. I pushed in deeper, and Savannah's squeal turned into a moan, and her hands fisted in the sheets as I buried myself in her ass.

"Oh fuck, yes," she gasped. "Yes, Daddy, just like that."

I started moving—gentle at first, letting her adjust, then harder as her moans grew louder. Her ass was tight around me, gripping me with every stroke, and she pushed back to meet my thrusts with enthusiasm. Beside her, Amy and Maya had started making out, their mouths meeting over the small space between them while they waited for their turns.

After about thirty seconds, I pulled out of Savannah and shifted to Amy.

She inhaled sharply as I entered her, her smaller body tensing for a moment before relaxing around me. Her moan was different from Savannah's—quieter, more controlled, but no less genuine. Savannah leaned over and kissed her while Maya played with her hair on the other side.

"Good girl," I said, and Amy's back arched.

Thirty seconds with Amy, then I moved to Maya.

Maya took me in with silence—no screams, no dramatic moans, just a soft sound in the back of her throat and the slow roll of her hips as she adjusted to my presence. Her dark hair cascaded down her back as she dropped her head, and I watched my cock disappear into her ass with each stroke.

Then back to Savannah, who was practically vibrating with anticipation. Then Amy again, who was getting wetter with each rotation. Then Maya, whose mysterious composure was finally starting to crack.

I cycled through them—thirty seconds with each, maybe less, the lube making everything slick and easy. Their moans and gasps blended together into a soundtrack of pleasure, and I felt myself getting close far faster than I wanted to.

"Competition," Savannah announced breathlessly when I entered her for the fourth time. "Who can make him cum first?"

"You're on," Amy said, reaching down to rub her clit.

Savannah immediately started pushing her ass back to meet my thrusts, taking me as deep as possible with each stroke. She was clenching around me, using muscles I hadn't known she could control, and I had to grit my teeth to hold on.

I moved to Amy, and she started wiggling her hips—side to side, back and forth, while I drove into her. The sensation was different, dizzying, and I felt my balls tightening.

Then Maya. And Maya, who'd been the quietest of the three, started twerking.

Actually twerking. While my cock was buried in her ass.

Her hips bounced and rolled in a rhythm that was completely unfair, and I had no defenses left. I came with a groan that I was pretty sure could be heard outside, emptying myself into her while she continued that devastating motion.

"No fair!" Savannah complained.

"We had him on the ropes," Amy protested.

But they were both laughing as I collapsed forward onto Maya's back, my hips still moving in small involuntary thrusts as the aftershocks rolled through me. Maya made a satisfied sound beneath me, her victory complete.

I finally rolled off, landing on my back on the bed, completely spent. I stared at the ceiling, trying to remember how to breathe.

Savannah's face appeared above me, grinning down with mock concern.

"I can't believe I let such an old, dirty man molest my innocent little bum," she said in a breathy voice that was a perfect parody of victimhood. "My naive little girl brain wasn't thinking straight. This man took advantage of me." She turned toward the bathroom door, where Amy and Maya were already heading. "Maya, call the police!"

I rolled my eyes.

"The horror," Maya called back flatly. "The absolute horror. Our pretty little butts have been groomed and abused.”

"I'll never recover from this exploitation," Amy added in a voice completely devoid of emotion.

All three of them burst out laughing as they disappeared into the bathroom, leaving me alone on the bed, thoroughly destroyed, listening to the sound of water running and women talking over each other about who had actually won the competition.

The ceiling stared back at me. I was covered in lube and sweat and the lingering evidence of what we'd just done. My muscles ached in ways they hadn't ached since I'd played sports in college. And somewhere in the back of my mind, the image of Deborah Hensley with her megaphone flickered and died, replaced by the much more vivid memory of three women who knew exactly what they wanted and had just taken it.

I closed my eyes and waited for them to finish in the bathroom, already dreading whatever they were plotting for round two.
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I woke to the smell of coffee I hadn't made and the weight of bodies I hadn't expected to still be there. Sunlight pressed through the bedroom curtains, and somewhere in the tangle of limbs and sheets, someone's knee was digging into my lower back with what felt like deliberate intent.

"You're awake." Savannah's voice came from somewhere near my left ear. "Good. I was about to start poking you."

"You're already poking me."

"That's my knee."

"I know."

She shifted, and the pressure on my spine relented. I opened my eyes fully and assessed the situation: Amy was curled against my right side, her blonde hair fanning across the pillow. Maya was at the foot of the bed, wrapped in a sheet.

My body felt like I'd been through a particularly aggressive yoga class taught by someone who actively hated me. Everything ached in ways I'd forgotten bodies could ache. The previous night's activities had been thorough—that was the polite word for it.

"I've been calculating." Amy finally cracked one eye open. "Shower logistics for four people with one bathroom. It's not pretty math."

The bathroom situation resolved itself through a combination of efficiency and shamelessness. Savannah went first because she claimed she needed the most time, then Amy slipped in while Savannah was still doing something complicated with her hair. I waited with Maya in the bedroom, both of us in various states of undress, not speaking because Maya before coffee operated on a different frequency than the rest of us.

She was the one who finally broke the silence.

"Should I look at my phone?"

I turned to her. She was sitting on the edge of the bed now, the sheet pooled around her waist, her phone in her hand but the screen still dark. Her dark hair was a mess, but messy hair on Maya had a way of looking like she styled it that way on purpose.

"What do you mean?"

"Before we go in." She turned the phone over in her hands without activating it. "So we know what we're walking into."

The video. Right. After everything else that had happened last night, I’d nearly forgotten about it. A response to GARD, to Deborah Hensley, to everyone who'd spent the day calling me a predator. All three of them, speaking directly to camera, talking about choice and consent and the difference between exploitation and love.

"Go ahead," I said.

Maya's thumb moved across the screen. The phone's glow illuminated her face, and I watched her expression shift—subtle changes that most people wouldn't catch, but I'd learned to read her. A slight widening of her eyes. The ghost of a smile at the corner of her mouth. A quick exhale that might have been surprise.

"Well," she said.

"That's not informative."

"There are thousands of comments."

Savannah burst out of the bathroom with her hair still damp, toothbrush in hand. "Comments? The video? Let me see."

She crossed the room in three steps and dropped onto the bed beside Maya, leaning over to look at the screen. Her eyes went wide almost immediately.

"Holy shit. Two million views? In like twelve hours?"

"Two point three," Maya corrected.

Amy appeared in the bathroom doorway, fully dressed, her expression shifting from curiosity to something more guarded. "What are the comments like?"

Maya scrolled. The room went quiet.

"There's a lot," she said finally. "But most of them are positive." She paused, reading. "College women, mostly. Saying they support us. Saying they're tired of being told they can't make their own choices about who they date."

"But?" I prompted, because I could hear the but coming.

"But there are still people saying we're being manipulated. That we don't realize we're victims. One comment says we've been 'groomed to defend our groomer.'" Maya's voice stayed flat, reciting the words without emotional investment. "And GARD has responded."

"Of course they have."

"Deborah Hensley posted a statement calling our video ‘a textbook example of how predators train their victims to normalize abuse.'" Maya looked up from the phone, meeting my eyes. "She also says they'll be back at the plaza outside the student center today. 'Bright and early.'"

The words hung in the air. Savannah had stopped brushing her teeth entirely, the toothbrush dangling forgotten from her mouth.

"So we're doing this again," I said.

"Looks like it."

Savannah pulled the toothbrush from her mouth. "Good. Let them come back. Did you read those positive comments? Other young women supporting us. Telling GARD to fuck off. This isn't just about us anymore—it's about everyone who's tired of being told their relationships are wrong because some pearl-clutching suburban moms disapprove."

"The pearl-clutching suburban moms have megaphones and professionally printed signs," Amy pointed out. "And apparently no day jobs that require them to be anywhere else."

"So we have viral internet support and they have a book club that got radicalized." Savannah's chin lifted with familiar defiance. "I like our odds."

Maya was still scrolling, her dark eyes moving across the screen with that analytical focus she brought to everything. "There are local news articles already. 'Coffee Shop Controversy Divides Campus.' 'May-December Dating Debate Goes Viral.' One of them has a picture of you from yesterday, Cole."

"What kind of picture?"

"The kind where you look like you're about to murder someone." She turned the phone to show me. I saw my own face, frozen in a moment of tension from yesterday's confrontation, my expression hard, my posture aggressive. Not exactly the image of a gentle romantic figure. "The article is surprisingly balanced, though. They interviewed students who support us."

"Great. I look like a predator and the article says some people think I'm not." I ran a hand through my hair—or tried to, hitting a tangle that reminded me I still needed to shower. "This is going to be a long day."

"It's going to be a long semester," Amy corrected.

We finished getting ready in shifts, the bathroom cycling through occupants. I showered last, letting the hot water work on muscles that were complaining about the previous night's activities with increasing volume. I tried not to complain about getting my back blown out, given how it happened. When I emerged, the three of them were waiting in the living room, their expressions carrying various shades of determination.

"Ready?" I asked.

"Born ready," Savannah said.

The drive to campus was quiet. Not uncomfortable—just the silence of people conserving energy for what was coming. Savannah sat in the front beside me, her leg bouncing with restless energy. Amy and Maya shared the backseat, both absorbed in their phones, monitoring the ongoing social media storm.

I kept my eyes on the road and tried not to think about megaphones.

The parking lot was fuller than usual for this early on a weekday. Some of that might have been coincidence—maybe more students had early classes than I'd realized. But some of it, I suspected, was curiosity. Word had spread about yesterday's confrontation. People wanted to see what would happen next.

We entered through the back, avoiding the main food court entrance where I'd watched Deborah Hensley through the glass windows. The café was exactly as we'd left it—clean, organized, ready for another day. The espresso machine hummed its warm-up sequence. The pastry case waited for its morning delivery. Everything in its place.

Everything except our staff.

Amy's phone buzzed before we'd even finished turning on the lights. She glanced at the screen, and I watched her expression flatten.

"It's Kelsey," she said.

"What does she want?"

Amy read from the screen, her voice neutral: "'Hi Amy, I'm so sorry but after everything that happened yesterday I don't feel comfortable working at Latte Love anymore. I know you probably think I'm overreacting but my parents saw the news coverage and they're really upset and I just think it's better if I step away. I'm really sorry to do this over text but I didn't want to just not show up. Good luck with everything.'"

Savannah made a sound of disgust. "Are you kidding me?"

"There's more." Amy's thumb moved across the screen. "Bridgette just sent basically the same thing. Different wording, but the same message. She's out."

"So we've lost two employees because some middle-aged women with too much free time decided to stage a protest,” Savannah said, disgust in her voice.

"We've lost two employees because their parents saw our business on the news next to photographs of Jeffrey Epstein," I corrected. "That's not nothing."

"It's bullshit is what it is."

Amy was already typing a response, her fingers moving with quick efficiency. "I'm telling them I understand their decision and wish them well. We're not going to guilt anyone into staying."

"Fine." Savannah threw her hands up. "Fine. We'll handle it ourselves. We've handled worse."

"Have we?" Maya asked quietly.

The question didn't have an obvious answer.

The morning delivery arrived, pastries from the bakery in San Luis Obispo, still warm in their boxes. I unloaded them into the display case while Amy finished the opening procedures and Savannah paced behind the counter. Maya had positioned herself at the espresso station, running test shots, adjusting the grind, finding her rhythm.

The doors opened and the customers came.

Not as many as the grand opening—that would have been impossible to sustain—but more than a normal Wednesday morning. Word had spread, and curiosity was a powerful motivator. Students lined up with their phones out, some of them obviously recording, others just clutching their devices like security blankets.

So we went to work.

That was the only answer I had. We worked through the line, through the orders, through the constant rhythm of grinding and tamping and steaming and pouring. Chloe handled the espresso station with quiet competence. Maya arranged drinks by the handoff spot and chatted with customers. Savannah worked the register with aggressive friendliness, her smile never wavering.

Amy coordinated everything, as always. She moved between stations, solving problems before they became problems, keeping the operation running. Without Kelsey and Bridgette, we would be understaffed but we would survive.

Around nine o'clock, a girl in a UC sweatshirt approached the counter with an expression that suggested she had something to say beyond her drink order.

"Can I get a vanilla oat latte?" she asked, handing over her phone for payment.

"Coming right up," Savannah said.

"Also—" The girl glanced over her shoulder, then back at us. "I just wanted to let you know, those GARD people are outside. They're setting up in the plaza again."

"We heard they might be coming back," Amy said from somewhere behind me.

"They have more signs today. And more people." The girl's expression was sympathetic. "I just thought you should know. A lot of us support you, but those women seem really dedicated."

"Thanks for the heads up."

She collected her drink and left, and I walked to the windows at the front of the café.

Through the glass, across the food court, I could see them. Not the full force yet—maybe a dozen women, milling around in the plaza where they'd assembled yesterday. They were unloading signs from a van, setting up a folding table, arranging pamphlets. Deborah Hensley was there, recognizable even at this distance by her silver-blonde hair and her air of absolute certainty.

The morning continued. More customers came and went. More GARD supporters filtered outside, their numbers growing with each passing hour.

Their signs caught the morning light, their messages clear even through the dirty glass: PROTECT OUR DAUGHTERS. NO MORE PREDATORS. LATTE LOVE ENABLES ABUSE.

It was going to be another long day.
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The rush had finally slowed to something manageable. I was restocking cup sleeves—a task that didn't require my attention but gave me something to do with my hands—when Savannah appeared at my elbow.

"I want to go see what they're saying."

I didn't need to ask who "they" were. Through the windows, if I angled myself right, I could see the edge of the plaza where GARD had set up their morning position. The signs had multiplied since I'd last checked. So had the women holding them.

"That's not a good idea."

"I'm not going to do anything." Her voice carried that particular innocence she deployed when she was about to do exactly the thing she said she wouldn't. "I just want to listen. See what their angle is today."

"Their angle is the same as yesterday. Older men bad. Young women victims. Megaphones loud."

"Cole." She put her hand on my arm, and her expression shifted from playful to something more serious. "I promise I'll be good. I just want to look. I won't engage, I won't respond, I won't even make eye contact. Scout's honor."

"Were you ever a scout?"

"No. But I could have been."

"Five minutes," I said. "Then you come back."

"Ten."

"Seven."

"Deal." She was already moving toward the door that led to the food court. "I'll be a ghost. They won't even know I'm there."

I watched her go, her blonde ponytail swinging with each step, her Latte Love shirt identifying her to anyone who cared to look. Nothing about Savannah Blake had ever been ghostlike. The woman attracted attention the way flowers attracted bees—naturally, inevitably, sometimes dangerously.

Amy appeared beside me, wiping down the counter with the kind of methodical attention that meant she'd been watching the exchange.

"She's going to do something stupid."

"Probably."

"And you let her go anyway."

"She needs to see it for herself. Reading about it on her phone isn't the same."

Amy made a sound that might have been agreement or might have been judgment. She moved back to the register as another student approached, her professional mask sliding into place.

I finished restocking the cup sleeves. Then I restocked the napkin dispenser. Then I wiped down the espresso machine, even though Maya had already done it twice. My hands needed something to do while my brain calculated how many minutes had passed since Savannah left.

Four minutes. Five. Six.

At seven minutes and thirty seconds—I was watching the clock, which was probably pathetic but felt necessary—the door from the food court burst open and Savannah was there.

Her expression was wrong.

Not angry. Not upset. Something else entirely. Her eyes were bright, her cheeks flushed, and she was practically vibrating with an energy I couldn't immediately identify.

"You need to see this," she said.

"See what?"

"Just come. Now."

She grabbed my wrist and pulled, and I let her pull because the alternative was making a scene in front of the customers still nursing their drinks at the corner tables. Amy caught my eye as we passed, a question in her expression, but I just shook my head slightly. I didn't know what was happening either.

Savannah led me through the food court, weaving between tables, past students who barely glanced up from their laptops. The noise grew as we approached the student center doors—voices, lots of them, raised in a way that hadn't been audible from inside the café.

"Savannah, what—"

"Just look.”

We reached the glass doors that led to the main plaza. Through the smudged panes, I could see the GARD contingent exactly where I expected them—clustered near their folding table, signs raised, Deborah Hensley's silver-blonde hair catching the morning light as she spoke into her megaphone.

But that wasn't what Savannah wanted me to see.

On the opposite side of the plaza, maybe thirty feet from the GARD position, another group had formed. Younger. Louder. And carrying signs of their own.

I pushed through the doors and stepped outside, Savannah close behind me, and the full scope of what I was looking at finally registered.

College girls. Dozens of them. They'd assembled in a loose cluster facing the GARD protesters, their own handmade signs held high. The contrast was immediate and striking—where the GARD signs were professionally printed, these were marker on poster board, the letters uneven but emphatic. WE CAN CHOOSE OUR OWN PARTNERS, one read. CONSENT ISN'T COMPLICATED—WE SAID YES, declared another. MY BODY MY CHOICE MY MAN, announced a third in aggressive pink letters.

A girl near the front—early twenties, dark hair, wearing a crop top that said "Daddy Issues" in glittery script—was leading some kind of call and response. She shouted something I couldn't quite make out, and the crowd around her responded in unison.

"We pursued him! We pursued him!"

The chant was familiar. It took me a moment to place it, and then I realized—it was from the video. The line Savannah had said at the beginning of her testimonial. "And I'm one of Cole Hartwell's girlfriends—not because he pursued me, but because I pursued him.""

These girls had watched the video. Memorized it. And now they were throwing those words back at the women who'd shown up to call them victims.

"When did this happen?" I asked, my voice coming out rougher than I intended.

"I don't know. I walked out and it was already forming. It's been growing the whole time I've been watching." Savannah's grip on my arm tightened. "They came for us, Cole. They saw the video and they came."

Another girl near the front of the counter-protest took up a new chant. "Our lives! Our choice! Our lives! Our choice!"

The GARD women responded with their megaphone, Deborah Hensley's amplified voice cutting through the noise. "These young women have been manipulated by a culture that normalizes predatory behavior! They don't understand that they're defending their own exploitation!"

"We understand consent better than you!" someone shouted back. "We're not children!"

"Your brains aren't fully developed until twenty-five! The science is clear!"

"Then why can we vote? Why can we serve in the military? I’m old enough to die for my country but I can’t date who I want?”

The exchanges were happening faster than I could track them. Individual voices rising and falling, insults and arguments flying across the space between the two groups. A girl with blue hair was screaming something about body autonomy. A GARD supporter with a "Protect Our Daughters" sign was shouting about grooming tactics. Someone started chanting "Latte Love" like it was a rally cry.

And between them, holding the line, a row of campus police officers stood with their arms crossed and their expressions professionally blank.

I counted eight officers. Four facing each group, positioned to intercept anyone who tried to cross the space between them. They'd learned from yesterday. They'd anticipated this might escalate. The fact that they'd deployed this many personnel suggested they'd been watching the social media situation as closely as we had.

"This is insane," I said.

"This is amazing." Savannah was grinning now, that competitive fire back in her eyes. "Look at them, Cole. They came to fight for us. For the right to date whoever they want.”

"They came to argue with middle-aged women in a plaza."

"Same thing."

The noise level had risen to the point where individual exchanges were becoming harder to follow. Both sides were shouting now, the police officers shifting their weight but maintaining position, the tension in the air feeling like something that could tip in any direction.

Then I heard the sound that made my stomach drop.

News van. Coming up the access road toward the plaza. The local affiliate's logo was visible on the side, and I could see a camera being assembled in the back before the vehicle had even fully stopped.

"Shit," I breathed.

"What?"

I pointed. Another van was pulling in behind the first one. Different logo. Different station. Word had gotten out, either through social media or through whatever network connected local news producers to anything that might generate footage. A protest and counter-protest on a college campus, complete with signs and shouting and a police presence—that was exactly the kind of visual that would lead the evening broadcast.

"We should go back inside," I said.

"Yeah." Savannah's grin had faded slightly, replaced by something more calculating. "Being on camera right now probably isn't—"

She stopped.

I followed her gaze, trying to figure out what had caught her attention.

And then I saw her.

Chloe Bennett. Small. Red-haired. Freckled. Wearing a simple t-shirt and jeans instead of her work uniform because she was off today. She was walking through the edge of the counter-protest crowd, moving with purpose despite her usual nervous energy, her head turning as if she was looking for something.

Or someone.

"Is that—" Savannah started.

"Yes."

Chloe reached the girl who'd been leading the call and response earlier. They exchanged words I couldn't hear over the ambient noise. The girl with the "Daddy Issues" shirt gestured toward the megaphone that another protester was holding.

She took the megaphone.

The girl who'd been holding it stepped back, yielding the space to Chloe. The movement drew attention from the surrounding protesters.

Chloe raised the device to her lips.

"This is not okay," I muttered, already moving toward the crowd, toward her, toward whatever disaster was about to unfold.

But Savannah's hand caught my arm.

"Wait."

"She's about to—"

"I know. Wait."

Chloe's voice, when it came through the megaphone, was steadier than I'd ever heard it.

"My name is Chloe Bennett," she announced. "I'm eighteen years old. I'm a freshman here at Cambria. And I work at Latte Love."
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Chloe's hand was shaking. I could see it from thirty feet away—the megaphone wobbling in her grip, the tremor visible even at this distance. Her voice came through the speaker thin and slightly distorted, the way voices always sound through cheap amplification, but the words were clear enough.

"I've only worked there for three days," she said. The megaphone caught a nervous breath between sentences and broadcast it across the plaza. "I know that's not very long. But I wanted to talk about what I've actually seen, because I don't think any of—" She glanced toward the GARD contingent. "—these women have ever set foot inside the shop."

Savannah's grip on my arm hadn't loosened. If anything, her fingers were digging in harder, her nails pressing through my sleeve.

I watched Chloe shift her weight from one foot to the other, a habit I'd noticed during orientation—that constant adjustment, like she was always trying to make herself smaller, to occupy less space. But she was standing in front of maybe a hundred people now, the megaphone held to her mouth, her red hair catching the morning sunlight. She wasn't small right now. She was trying very hard not to be.

"Mr. Hartwell—Cole—he's been nothing but respectful. To all of his new hires. He hasn't said or done anything inappropriate. I’m pretty sure he hates this new trend that’s started. When I’m on the clock, he, and his girlfriends, are all business. Like, the guy is literally just trying to sell coffee, not start a movement…

"Sounds like he's moved on to even younger kids now!"

The voice hit like a slap. Deborah Hensley, megaphone to mouth, her amplified words crashing over Chloe's like a wave swallowing a smaller sound. The silver-blonde woman had stepped forward from her group, her blazer catching the light, her expression carrying the absolute certainty of someone who believed she was saving lives.

"That girl looks like she's twelve years old! Is this who you're targeting now, Mr. Hartwell? Girls who haven't even finished puberty?"

Something cold moved through my stomach. Not anger—something worse. The particular nausea that came from hearing someone describe you in terms you couldn't fully deny. Chloe did look young. She looked young because she was young. And I was standing here watching her defend me while a woman with a megaphone called me a predator who targeted children.

Chloe had stopped speaking. The megaphone hung at her side, her arm dropping like the weight of it had suddenly become too much. I could see her face even from this distance—the color draining first, that paper-white shock, and then the flush flooding back in, harder than before, spreading down her neck.

The plaza went quiet for a beat. The counter-protesters were looking at Chloe. The GARD women were looking at Deborah. The campus police were looking at everyone.

"I should go get her," I said.

"Don't." Savannah's voice was firm. "You walk out there right now and every camera in this plaza gets footage of the older man approaching the young girl. That's their story. Stay here."

She was right. I hated that she was right.

Chloe raised the megaphone again.

"I'm eighteen." Her voice was different now. Harder. The tremor was still there but it was buried under something else—a heat that I'd only ever heard from her when she talked about espresso machines and grind consistency. "I'm a legal adult. I can vote. I can sign contracts. I'm a freshman in college. I am not a kid.”

She turned to face the GARD women directly, her small body squared up,

"You don't get to look at me and decide I'm too young to think for myself. You don't get to look at my face and tell me I'm a child. You don't know me. You don't know anything about me."

"Sweetheart, that's exactly what grooming sounds like," Deborah Hensley called back, her tone shifting to something maternal and condescending. "They make you feel empowered and mature while they're taking advantage of you. That's how it works. They're grooming you."

I watched Chloe's jaw clench. I watched her shoulders go back.

"Nobody is grooming me." The words came out sharp and fast. "Do you even know what that word means, or do you just use it for every relationship you don't personally approve of? Because there's a real definition, and it involves actual abuse, and actual manipulation, and actual harm to actual victims. And when you throw that word around at a coffee shop where people are just doing their jobs, you cheapen it. You make it harder for real victims to be believed.

"You say you're here to protect young women? Young women like me? Well, I'm right here. I'm standing right in front of you. And I'm telling you I don't need your protection. I don't want your protection. I need you to stop telling me what I can and can't handle."

The counter-protesters were cheering now. Scattered whoops and clapping, the girl in the "Daddy Issues" shirt pumping her fist. The energy in the plaza had shifted, the balance tipping as Chloe's anger resonated with the crowd of young women who'd shown up to fight exactly this fight.

"You want to talk about power dynamics?" Chloe continued, and she was almost shouting now, the megaphone amplifying everything into something enormous. "How about the power dynamic of a bunch of women old enough to be our mothers showing up at our campus to tell us how to live? How about the power dynamic of printing flyers comparing a man to Jeffrey Epstein without evidence? How about the power dynamic of shouting through a megaphone that an eighteen-year-old girl looks twelve, in front of a hundred people and two news cameras? “There’s a special place in hell for women who don’t support other women, and that’s exactly what GARD is!”

She was breathing hard, the megaphone catching each ragged exhale. The GARD women had gone quiet—not convinced, but temporarily out of ammunition. Deborah Hensley's megaphone hung at her side while she conferred with two women next to her.

Chloe pressed on, filling the gap.

"Cole Hartwell has been nothing but kind and professional since the day I met him. His girlfriends have been nothing but welcoming. Nobody has pressured me. Nobody has tried anything. Nobody has done anything except give me a job and treat me like a competent human being, which is more than I can say for any of you."

Her words were coming out super fast now. No hesitation from one sentence to the next.

"I've been a complete nervous wreck around Cole Hartwell all week and it's not because I'm afraid of him or because he's done anything wrong—it's because he's so—"

She was building to something. I could hear the momentum carrying her, the anger pushing words out faster than her brain could vet them.

"—because he's so fucking hot."

The words hit the air and just hung there.

The megaphone caught the sharp little gasp she made right after, that intake of breath when your brain catches up to your mouth and realizes what just happened. I watched the color hit her face in real time—not the usual gradual flush but an instant, total reddening, like someone had flipped a switch. Her freckles disappeared into the crimson spreading across her cheeks, her nose, her forehead, down her neck.

The plaza was silent for exactly one and a half seconds. I counted.

Then the counter-protesters erupted. Laughter, cheering, screaming—the kind of unrestrained reaction that only college students could produce. Someone was literally doubled over. The girl in the "Daddy Issues" shirt had both hands over her mouth. A guy sitting on a bench nearby, who'd been watching the whole thing while eating a sandwich, actually stood up to applaud.

The GARD women looked confused, then furious.

"Uh oh," Savannah said beside me.

I didn't respond. My brain was still processing. My face felt hot, which was stupid because I wasn't the one who'd just accidentally confessed an attraction through a megaphone in front of a hundred people and two news cameras.

"Told you so," Savannah added, her voice carrying the particular satisfaction of someone who'd been saying something for days that nobody wanted to hear. She squeezed my arm. "Told you, told you, told you."

"This is not the time."

"This is exactly the time. That girl just announced to the entire campus that she thinks you're hot. In the middle of a political protest. While defending your honor. That's not nervous-new-employee energy, Cole. That's a crush the size of a house."

"Savannah—"

"A big house. With a pool."

I watched Chloe standing in the middle of the counter-protest crowd, the megaphone still in her hand, her mouth opening and closing without sound. She looked like she wanted the ground to swallow her. She looked like she was calculating whether it was possible to simply cease to exist through an act of will. Her free hand had come up to cover her face, fingers spread, as though partial coverage might somehow undo what had just been broadcast to the entire plaza.

Then the girl in the "Daddy Issues" shirt moved. She approached Chloe with the confident ease of someone who'd been in enough awkward public moments to know exactly what to do. She put a hand on Chloe's shoulder, leaned in, said something close to her ear. Chloe nodded rapidly—that same over-eager nod from orientation—and let the girl take the megaphone from her hands.

The older girl turned to face the GARD contingent, raised the megaphone to her lips, and grinned.

"COLE IS HOT," she shouted, "AND YOU ARE NOT!"

The crowd caught it instantly. Within seconds, it was a full chant, thirty or forty voices strong, bouncing off the student center walls and the food court windows and probably carrying clear to the library.

"COLE IS HOT AND YOU ARE NOT! COLE IS HOT AND YOU ARE NOT!"

The GARD women's faces were a study in outrage. Deborah Hensley was speaking rapidly into her own megaphone, but her words couldn't penetrate the wall of sound. Her supporters looked at each other with expressions that ranged from disgusted to uncertain. One of them—a woman in earth-tone linen who'd been clutching a "Protect Our Daughters" sign—actually lowered it slightly, like even she recognized that shouting about predation while college girls chanted about hotness had moved beyond the realm of productive discourse.

The campus police were stone-faced. One of them, a younger officer near the edge of the line, appeared to be biting the inside of his cheek.

"COLE IS HOT AND YOU ARE NOT!"

"This is mortifying," I said.

"This is incredible," Savannah said.

"Both of those things can be true at the same time."

The chant was still going when I noticed Chloe moving. She'd separated from the crowd, drifting away from the noise with her arms wrapped around herself, her head down, her red hair swinging with each hurried step. She looked like someone leaving a party after accidentally knocking over the host's most expensive vase—moving fast enough to communicate urgency but not so fast as to attract attention.

She was heading away from the plaza, angling toward the student center entrance. Toward us.

She hadn't seen us yet. Her eyes were fixed on the ground, her face still that violent shade of red, her lips pressed into a thin line that I recognized as the expression of someone replaying their own words on an internal loop and finding each repetition more horrifying than the last.

Then she looked up.

She stopped walking.

We were maybe fifteen feet apart. Me and Savannah, standing just outside the glass doors of the student center, exactly where we'd been for the last ten minutes.

Her face, which I'd thought had already achieved maximum redness, found a new gear. Something beyond red. Something in the infrared spectrum. Her freckles had given up trying to be visible.

She raised one hand in a small wave. The kind of wave you'd give from across a funeral parlor—minimal movement, maximum awkwardness, the fingers barely lifting from her palm before retreating.

I waved back, because what else was I supposed to do.

Savannah waved too, but hers was enthusiastic, beckoning. She used her whole arm, same as always, that same motion she'd use to flag someone from across a football field.

"Come here!" Savannah called out, her voice bright and warm and completely unbothered by the fact that the girl she was summoning had just publicly announced her attraction to her boyfriend. "Come on, get over here before those news cameras find you."

Chloe hesitated. I could see the calculation happening in real time—the war between wanting to flee to the nearest exit and the social obligation of responding to a direct summons from a coworker. Her feet shuffled. Her arms tightened around herself. She glanced back toward the plaza, where the chant was finally dying down into scattered laughter and conversation.

Then she started walking toward us, each step carrying the precise energy of someone approaching a firing squad but trying to be polite about it.

She stopped about five feet away, close enough to talk, far enough to run.

"So," Savannah said, and her voice was gentle despite the grin she couldn't quite suppress. "That was something."

"I want to die," Chloe said quietly.

"You were amazing," Savannah told her.

"I told everyone that your boyfriend is hot. Through a megaphone. On camera."

"You told everyone the truth." Savannah's grin broke fully now, warm and conspiratorial. "He is hot. It's not exactly classified information."

Chloe's eyes flicked to me for a fraction of a second before retreating to a spot somewhere near my left shoe. Her hands were twisting the hem of her t-shirt into a wrinkled knot. The blush showed no signs of fading.

"I didn't mean to say that part," she whispered.

"I know," I said. My voice came out steadier than I felt. "Everything else you said was exactly right. You didn't need to do that, Chloe. But thank you."

She looked at me. Actually looked at me, meeting my eyes, holding there for two full seconds before the weight of everything that had just happened pulled her gaze back down. Her lips parted like she was going to say something, but nothing came out.

"Let's get inside," Savannah said, stepping forward and draping an arm around Chloe's small shoulders with the easy physicality that came naturally to her.

Savannah steered Chloe through the glass doors, her arm still around the smaller girl's shoulders, already talking about something unrelated—probably deliberately, probably to give Chloe something else to think about besides what had just happened in the plaza.

I followed them inside, the chanting still audible through the closing doors, my name echoing off the buildings in a rhythm I'd never asked for and couldn't stop.
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The inventory room smelled like cardboard and dark roast beans. Savannah had steered Chloe through the café and past the counter and into the back without breaking stride, and I'd followed.

The room was small. Shelves lined three walls, stacked with supplies—boxes of cups, sleeves of lids, bags of beans from our Oakland supplier, backup syrups in every flavor we carried. A single fluorescent light buzzed overhead, casting that flat, unflattering glow that made everyone look slightly ill. There was barely enough room for three people to stand without touching, which meant I positioned myself against the shelving near the door while Savannah leaned against the opposite wall and Chloe stood in the narrow strip of floor between us, her arms wrapped around herself so tightly it looked like she was trying to physically hold her body together.

She was shaking. Not dramatically—just a fine tremor running through her shoulders and hands, the kind that comes from adrenaline burning off after the thing that caused it has passed. Her face was still red, and her breathing was fast and shallow, the way people breathe when they're about three sentences away from hyperventilating.

"I'm so sorry," she said.

The words came out in a rush, stacked on top of each other, barely separated by the breathing she was struggling to manage.

"I shouldn't have done that. I had no right to speak for the business. I've been here three days. Three days. I'm not even a full-time employee, I'm a part-time barista, and I just walked up and grabbed a megaphone and started talking to a hundred people about—about things that aren't mine to talk about. Your relationships. Your personal life. That's so inappropriate. That's so unbelievably inappropriate. I can't believe I did that."

"Chloe—" I started.

"And the cameras." Her eyes went wider, which I hadn't thought was physically possible given how wide they already were. "There were news cameras. I saw them while I was talking and I just kept going anyway because my mouth wouldn't stop and now there's probably footage of me and it's going to be on the evening news and people are going to see it and my parents are going to see it and oh my God my parents—"

"Chloe."

"—they don't even know I work here. I mean, they know I have a job, but they don't know about the whole—the whole thing. The viral thing. The Latte Love thing. They think I work at a normal coffee shop and now they're going to turn on the news and see their daughter screaming through a megaphone at a political protest defending a man they've never met and I haven't even been here a full week—"

"Chloe, stop."

She stopped. Not because I'd asked gently—I hadn't. I'd used the voice I used in boardrooms when someone was spiraling during a crisis meeting, the voice that carried enough authority to interrupt a train of thought by sheer force. It was blunt and firm and probably too much for this particular situation, but she was working herself into something that was going to end with her crying or passing out, and neither of those outcomes was acceptable.

She stared at me. Her mouth was still slightly open, the next word caught somewhere between her brain and her lips, stranded mid-delivery.

"Breathe," I said. Quieter this time.

She breathed. One long, shaky inhale that made her chest rise and her shoulders lift. Then a slow exhale that seemed to take some of the trembling with it. Her hands unclenched slightly from where they'd been gripping her own arms.

"Good," I said. "Now listen to me."

Her eyes were fixed on my face.

"What you said out there—the real stuff, about those women never setting foot in this shop—that was exactly right. Every word of it. You said things that needed to be said by someone who wasn't me or Savannah or Amy, because anything we say gets dismissed as bias. You're an employee. But you’re new so you’re kind of a neutral party. And you stood up there and told the truth."

Her lips pressed together. The blush hadn't faded, but her breathing had steadied.

"You didn't make things worse," I continued. "You didn't overstep. And you sure as hell don't need to apologize for defending people who've treated you well. That's called integrity. Most people twice your age don't have it."

Chloe swallowed hard. Her eyes were getting that bright quality again—the shine that meant tears were somewhere close to the surface—but she blinked it away and nodded. The nod was small and rapid, that same over-eager motion I'd seen at orientation, like her head was compensating for the words her mouth couldn't produce.

"Okay," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "Thank you. I just—I was worried I made everything—"

"You didn't."

"Okay." Another nod. Three more. She was going to give herself whiplash at this rate. "Okay. Good. That's—thank you."

She seemed to settle. I watched the tension in her shoulders ease by about ten percent, which still left her at roughly ninety percent tension, but it was progress. She unfolded her arms and let them hang at her sides, though her fingers kept fidgeting with the hem of her t-shirt, twisting and releasing the fabric in an unconscious rhythm.

Then something crossed her face. A new thought, arriving like a train she'd forgotten was scheduled. Her eyes went round again and the color in her cheeks, which had been gradually returning to something approaching normal, slammed back to full crimson in about half a second.

"Also," she said, and her voice cracked on the word. "I'm sorry for—the other thing."

I knew exactly what she meant. I waited anyway, because I am apparently a terrible person.

"The thing I said. At the end. About you being—" She couldn't finish the sentence. Her eyes dropped to the floor, then to the shelving behind me, then to a box of cup sleeves that suddenly required her complete visual attention. "It was unprofessional. Extremely unprofessional. I don't know why I said it. I was talking and I had momentum and my brain was going faster than my—or actually my mouth was going faster than my brain, which is the opposite of what I just said, but either way the words came out before I could—"

She was spiraling again.

"I don't—I mean, I don't—it's not like I—" Each false start died before it could become a complete thought. Her face was now a shade of red that I suspected could be seen from space. Her freckles had vanished entirely into the flush. "I just want you to know that it won't affect my work. At all. I'm completely professional. I can be completely professional. That was just a—a moment. A bad moment. A very bad, very public moment that I will never, ever repeat."

Behind her, Savannah was dying.

I could see it happening in real time. She'd pressed herself against the back wall with both hands clamped over her mouth, her eyes squeezed shut, her entire body vibrating with the effort of containing what was clearly a massive, building laugh. Her face had gone red too, though from suppression rather than embarrassment. Every few seconds, a tiny sound escaped through her fingers—a squeak, a wheeze—that she immediately smothered.

I kept my face neutral. This required significant effort. The combination of Chloe's excruciating sincerity and Savannah's silent meltdown behind her was testing the limits of my composure in ways that no corporate crisis had ever managed.

"Chloe," I said, and I was careful with my voice, keeping it level and warm and free of anything that could be interpreted as amusement or encouragement or—God forbid—flirtation. "There's nothing to apologize for."

She looked at me through her fingers, because at some point during her speech she'd brought both hands up to cover her face. One eye was visible between her index and middle fingers, peering out like a small animal checking whether the predator had left.

"Really?" The word was muffled by her palms.

"Really. You said a lot of brave things out there. You got caught up in the moment. It happens. Nobody's going to hold it against you."

Behind Chloe, Savannah made a sound like a tea kettle reaching boil. She turned toward the wall and pressed her forehead against a box of paper towels, her shoulders shaking.

Chloe didn't seem to notice. Her hands dropped slowly from her face, revealing the full extent of the damage—tear-bright eyes, flaming cheeks, lips pressed so tightly together they'd gone white at the edges. She looked like someone who'd survived something, which in a way she had.

"Thank you," she said again, quietly, the words carrying a weight that seemed disproportionate to the simple phrase. "For not making it weird."

It was already weird. It had been weird since the first time she'd blushed at me during orientation. But I wasn't going to be the one to point that out.

"Go home," I told her. "You're off today anyway. Get some rest. Stay away from social media—nothing good comes from reading comments."

"Right. Yes. Home. Social media bad. Got it." She was nodding again, reaching for her bag where she'd dropped it by the door. The movements were jerky, over-quick, the motions of someone who'd been granted permission to flee and was trying not to look too eager about it.

She had her hand on the door when Savannah finally managed to compose herself.

"Hey, Chloe." Savannah had turned back around, her face still flushed from the effort of not laughing, but her voice was normal. Almost too normal. The kind of casual that Savannah deployed when she was being strategic. "Before you go—my birthday's coming up in a couple weekends."

Chloe stopped with her hand on the door handle, turning back with an expression of confusion. The topic change had caught her off guard, which was probably exactly what Savannah intended.

"Oh," Chloe said. "Happy early birthday?"

"Thanks." Savannah smiled—that easy, warm smile she used on everyone, the one that made people feel included even when they hadn't been planning on it. "I'm having a little get-together. Nothing huge, just some people at Cole's house. We were planning on inviting the new hires." She paused, and something flickered in her expression. "Or what's left of them, anyway."

The reference to Kelsey and Bridgette landed quietly. Chloe's face shifted, understanding registering.

"You should come," Savannah continued. "Saturday after next. I'll text you the details. You have my number from the group chat, right?"

"I—yes, I have it." Chloe's expression was cycling through emotions in rapid succession—surprise, uncertainty, a cautious pleasure she was clearly trying to suppress. "Are you sure? I mean, I wouldn't want to intrude on—"

"You defended us in front of a hundred people with a megaphone. You proved you’re part of the team. I think you've earned some birthday cake."

The smallest smile appeared on Chloe's face. Genuine and tentative, the kind of smile that looked like it might bolt if you acknowledged it too directly. Her freckles were visible again as the blush finally, mercifully, began to recede.

"I'd love to come," she said. "Thank you. That's really—thank you."

"Great. I'll send you the deets."

Chloe nodded one last time—just one nod this time, which felt like growth—and slipped through the door. Her small frame disappeared around the corner, and I heard her footsteps moving quickly through the café, getting fainter, then gone.

The door swung shut behind her.

The inventory room went quiet. Just me and Savannah and the buzzing fluorescent light and the faint smell of dark roast beans.

I waited approximately three seconds.

"Why the hell did you invite her?"

Savannah's composure broke instantly. The laugh she'd been holding back erupted—full and bright and completely unapologetic, the sound bouncing off the shelves and the low ceiling of the small room. She doubled over, her hands on her knees, the kind of laugh that fed on itself and grew stronger with each attempt to stop it.

"I'm serious, Savannah."

"I know you are." She straightened up, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. "That's what makes it so funny."

"She's an eighteen-year-old employee who just had the most embarrassing moment of her life. The last thing she needs is to be at a party at her boss's house."

"First of all, it's my party. At your house. There's a difference." Savannah pushed off from the wall and moved toward the door, and there was something in her walk—that easy, deliberate sway—that told me this conversation was already over as far as she was concerned. "Second of all, the girl literally defended you in front of the entire campus. She's earned an invite."

"She earned a thank-you, which I gave her. Not a social event where alcohol will be present and boundaries will be—"

"Boundaries will be what, Cole?" Savannah had reached the door. She turned back to face me, and her expression had shifted from amused to something else. Something more direct. Her blue eyes held mine with a steadiness that made the small room feel smaller. "What exactly are you worried is going to happen?"

I didn't answer. I didn't have an answer that wouldn't prove her point.

Savannah smiled. Not her playful smile or her flirtatious smile or her competitive smile. This was the smile she wore when she knew something I didn't, or when she knew something I knew but refused to admit. It was calm and patient and infuriating.

"I need to get to class," she said.

"Savannah."

"I'm going to be late."

"We're not done talking about this."

"Sure we are."

She was gone before I could respond, the door swinging shut behind her.
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Thursday morning, the GARD flyers had been rained on. The ink had run on most of them, turning Epstein and Weinstein and me into smeared ghosts.

Students glanced at me as I walked from the parking lot, but the glances were different from before. Less wary. More curious. A few of them smiled. A girl in a sorority sweatshirt gave me a thumbs-up from across the quad, which I acknowledged with a nod that I hoped communicated gratitude without inviting further interaction.

Someone had written COLE IS HOT in blue chalk on the sidewalk outside the student center. The rain had faded it but not erased it. I stepped over my own name and tried not to think about it.

The staffing situation was already giving me headaches and the shop wasn't even open yet. With Kelsey and Bridgette gone, our campus roster had been cut nearly in half. Amy had restructured the schedule overnight—I'd woken up to a spreadsheet at 4 AM that must have taken her hours to build—and the solution was exactly what I'd expected: everyone works more. Savannah, Amy, and Maya would rotate between the downtown shop and the campus location, covering gaps wherever they appeared. The downtown regulars would have to get used to seeing less of us. That wasn't ideal, but it was reality.

Chloe arrived four minutes before her scheduled start time. She came through the back door at a normal walking pace, hung her bag on a hook, tied her apron, and approached the espresso station.

"Morning, Cole," she said.

No stammer. No truncated sentence. No sudden fascination with the pressure gauge.

I waited for the blush.

It didn't come.

"Morning," I said.

She checked the grinder settings, ran a test shot, examined the crema, adjusted something I couldn't see, and ran another test shot. Her movements were the same as always—precise, competent, efficient—but something in her posture had changed. Her shoulders were lower. Her chin was higher. She occupied her space behind the machine without the constant shrinking and apologizing that had characterized her first three days.

It was like watching someone who'd been holding their breath finally exhale.

I found myself waiting for the blush throughout the morning, the way you'd wait for a sound you'd grown accustomed to hearing. But she looked at me when she needed to communicate something about the workflow. She spoke to me in complete sentences. She even cracked a joke around 8 AM—something dry about our milk supplier that I almost missed because I was so caught off guard by the fact that she'd made it.

Whatever had happened in that plaza—the megaphone, the confession, the absolute worst-case-scenario public humiliation—it seemed to have burned something out of her. Like the embarrassment had been so total, so catastrophic, that it had used up her entire reserve of self-consciousness and left behind someone who could simply function.

I wasn't sure what to make of that. So I did what I always did when emotions got complicated: I made coffee and tried not to think about it.

Nina Fischer arrived at 10:07 AM, seven minutes late.

"Traffic was insane," she announced, dropping her bag behind the counter.

"You walked here," Amy said without looking up.

"Foot traffic."

Amy's jaw tightened, but she said nothing. We needed bodies. That was the calculation, and it overrode everything else.

Nina's incompetence had not improved. If anything, the chaos of the week had given her additional excuses for the mistakes she would have made regardless. She put almond milk in a drink ordered with oat. She forgot to add espresso to a latte, producing what was essentially a cup of steamed milk that the customer examined with genuine confusion. She rang up a medium as a large three times in a row, which Amy caught and corrected with an expression that suggested she was doing long division to calculate exactly how much patience she had remaining.

But the phone. The phone was the real issue.

Nina had her phone out constantly. Not in the obvious way—she'd learned from Maya's confiscation during orientation to be subtler about it. She'd check it during the brief pauses between customers, thumb moving across the screen with the speed of someone who could navigate social media the way Chloe navigated an espresso machine: unconsciously, from years of repetition. She'd angle it during drink preparation, framing shots of the café, the equipment, the customers. Once, I watched her hold her phone at arm's length and smile while the steam wand screamed behind her, clearly recording some kind of video.

And then there were the selfies with me.

The first one happened around noon. I was restocking the pastry case, bent over the display with a tray of scones, when I became aware of Nina standing very close to my left side. I turned to ask her what she needed and was met with the front-facing camera of her phone, angled to capture both our faces. The shutter sound went off before I could react.

"Perfect," she said, examining the screen. "The lighting in here is actually really good."

"Did you just take a picture of me?"

"Of us. For my story." She was already tapping, adding filters or text or whatever people added to things before posting them. "My followers are obsessed with the whole Latte Love thing. You wouldn't believe the engagement I'm getting."

"Nina, you can't take photos of me without asking."

"It's just a selfie." She looked at me with the particular confusion of someone who genuinely didn't understand the problem. "You're like, a public figure now. People want to see behind-the-scenes content."

"I'm your employer. And I'm asking you not to post photos of me without permission."

"Oh." She blinked. "Okay. Sure. My bad." She pocketed the phone, but I noticed she didn't delete anything.

The GARD protesters arrived around 1 PM, later than the previous day. Their numbers had dropped. I counted maybe fifteen women, down from the thirty-plus who'd shown up Tuesday. Deborah Hensley was there, still in her blazer, still carrying the megaphone, but something about her posture had changed. Less rigid. Less certain. She set up the folding table and arranged the pamphlets, but her movements had the mechanical quality of someone completing a task because they'd committed to it, not because they believed it would accomplish anything.

The counter-protesters materialized within twenty minutes. Twice as many as the GARD group—maybe thirty college students, their numbers growing as word spread through texts and group chats. They didn't even need signs anymore. They just stood there, a wall of young faces, watching the older women with expressions ranging from bored to amused. A few of them were drinking Latte Love cups, which felt like a statement even if it wasn't intended as one.

Deborah spoke through her megaphone for about forty minutes. Her voice carried the same talking points—predation, manipulation, the vulnerability of young women—but the words had lost their edge. She sounded tired. She sounded like someone who'd expected to change the world this week and was slowly realizing that the world had opinions of its own.

By 3 PM, the GARD women started packing up. Not dramatically, not in defeat—just quietly, folding their signs, stacking their pamphlets, loading everything into the same van they'd arrived in. A few of the counter-protesters cheered as they left, but most didn't bother. The departure felt less like a victory and more like the natural conclusion of something that had run its course.

That evening, after close, Amy found me in the inventory room doing a count I didn't strictly need to do.

"We need to talk about Nina."

I set down the clipboard. "I know."

"She posted four stories today. Three of them featured you. She tagged the store account.”

"I talked to her about the photos."

"Did it work?"

"Probably not."

Amy leaned against the doorframe, her arms crossed, her expression carrying the flat honesty that I'd come to rely on even when it made me uncomfortable. "She can't make drinks. She can't work the register without making errors. She's late every shift. She's on her phone more than she's working. And now she's using her position here to build a personal brand that's going to attract exactly the kind of attention we don't need right now."

"You're right."

"So we fire her."

"We can't fire her. We're already down two people."

"We're effectively down three. Nina produces negative value, Cole. Every shift she works, Amy or Maya or I spend more time fixing her mistakes than it would take to just do the work ourselves. She's not helping—she's creating additional labor."

I knew she was right. The math wasn't complicated. But the math also said we needed coverage, and coverage meant warm bodies behind the counter, even if those bodies were primarily occupied with taking selfies and accidentally making cups of hot milk.

"Reopen applications," I said. "Find me replacements first. Then we can let her go."

Amy's expression suggested she had more to say on the subject. She held it back, though, and pulled out her tablet instead. "I already drafted a new posting. Want to see it before I put it up?"

"Go ahead and post it."

She tapped a few times. "Done. I added a question about social media usage as a screening criterion."

"Smart."

"I know." She pushed off from the doorframe and turned to leave, then paused. "For what it's worth, Chloe's been excellent. She handled the espresso station alone for two hours.”

"I noticed."

"She's also stopped doing that thing."

"What thing?"

Amy gave me a look that said she wasn't going to spell it out. Then she left.

The next day brought a nearly identical pattern, except the numbers had shifted further. GARD managed maybe ten women, and they set up later—closer to 2 PM, as if they couldn't muster the commitment for an early start. The counter-protest swelled to something approaching sixty students, some of them wearing shirts they'd clearly made overnight. One said LATTE LOVE ARMY in iron-on letters. Another just had a coffee cup emoji and a heart. A group near the back had brought a portable speaker and were playing music, turning the counter-protest into something that looked less like political activism and more like a tailgate party.

Deborah Hensley's megaphone speeches grew shorter. She hit the same beats—predation, power dynamics, protecting daughters—but the words sounded rehearsed in the wrong way, like a comedian repeating material to a crowd that had already heard the punchline. By 3:30, the GARD women were packing up again, and this time a few of the counter-protesters actually helped them carry their signs to the van, which was either an act of genuine kindness or an extremely sophisticated form of condescension.

Nina took two more selfies with me during her next shift. The first one I didn't catch until Amy showed me the post—Nina had angled her phone to capture me in the background while she posed with a latte, the caption reading "just another day at the office with you-know-who" followed by three fire emojis and a winking face. The second one I caught in real time, spinning away from the camera with the reflexes of a man who'd spent the week being photographed against his will.

"Nina. We talked about this."

"I wasn't going to post that one."

"Then why were you taking it?"

"For my personal collection?"

Maya, who'd been watching the exchange from the handoff station, caught my eye with an expression that managed to be both sympathetic and amused. "You could just confiscate her phone during shifts," she suggested.

"I'm not her parent."

"Somebody should be," Amy muttered from the register.

The application responses started rolling in. Amy showed me the numbers while we were setting up—two hundred and fourteen applications in under twelve hours. I stared at the number on her screen.

"That's more than the first round."

"Significantly more. The media coverage from this week put us on every local news station. We're not just a viral coffee shop anymore—we're a cause. Everyone wants to be part of the story."

"How many of them actually want to make coffee?"

Amy's mouth thinned. "That's going to be the challenge. I've already started sorting by relevant experience and flagging anyone whose application mentions TikTok, followers, or 'platform building' as a career goal."

“How many did that eliminate?"

"About a hundred and forty."

I did the math. That left roughly seventy-four applications from people who might actually want to work. It was still more than we needed, but the filtering process was going to be brutal—and we'd need to be more careful this time, because the wrong hire could bring exactly the kind of attention we'd spent the week trying to survive.

"Schedule interviews for next week," I said. "Take your time. Be thorough."

"Obviously." Amy's tone suggested that telling her to be thorough was roughly equivalent to telling water to be wet.

Saturday morning arrived and I braced myself as I pulled into the campus lot. I'd been doing this every morning—the automatic tension, the visual scan of the plaza, the mental preparation for whatever new assault awaited. My eyes tracked across the windows of the student center, the bulletin boards, the walkways where flyers had appeared and been torn down and appeared again.

Nothing.

The plaza was empty. Just students walking to class, heads down, phones out, completely absorbed in the ordinary business of being young.

A few counter-protesters showed up around noon out of habit, carrying their homemade signs and looking slightly lost without an opposing force to oppose. They milled around for maybe twenty minutes, realized nobody was coming, and wandered into the café to buy drinks instead. The girl in the "Daddy Issues" shirt—I'd started thinking of her as the unofficial leader of whatever movement had formed around us—ordered a large iced mocha and told Savannah it was the best coffee she'd ever had. Savannah beamed like she'd won a medal.

The café had its best day since the grand opening. The line stayed long but moved fast. Chloe handled the espresso station with the quiet authority of someone who'd been doing this for years, which she had. She communicated with me clearly—"We're low on whole milk," "The grinder needs recalibrating," "That customer asked for you specifically"—without hesitation, without stammering, without any of the physical symptoms that had characterized our first week of interaction.

Nina made a drink wrong at 2 PM—a caramel macchiato that came out looking like brown water with foam on top—and the customer actually laughed when he saw it. Not mean laughter. Genuinely amused laughter, like he'd ordered a painting and received a finger painting and found the difference charming.

"Is this avant-garde?" he asked, holding the cup up to the light.

"It's, um—" Nina started.

"I'll remake it," Chloe said, already moving, already fixing the problem before it could become a complaint. The replacement drink was perfect. The customer tipped five dollars.

Nina took a selfie with the tip jar. Amy's eye twitched.

After close, I stood alone in the empty café. Everyone else had gone—Amy to the downtown shop to check on things, Savannah to evening cross country practice, Maya to a studio session for one of her art classes. Chloe had left an hour earlier, her shift ending at five, her departure marked by a simple "See you tomorrow, Cole" that carried none of the agonized subtext of previous farewells. Nina had left at 4:30, fifteen minutes before the end of her shift, and nobody had bothered to correct her because the truth was we all functioned better when she wasn't there.

I wiped down the counter. I emptied the grounds. I ran the cleaning cycle on the espresso machine, watching the water flush through the system, listening to the mechanical sounds that had become the soundtrack of this second life I'd built.

Through the front windows, the plaza was quiet. The chalk on the sidewalk had faded to a blue smudge. The tape residue from the flyers was still visible on the banner, but only if you knew to look for it. A couple of students sat on a bench, sharing earbuds, their faces lit by phone screens.

It had been a week. Five days since the grand opening, four since the flyers appeared, three since Chloe Bennett had announced to a hundred people and two news cameras that her boss was, in her words, so fucking hot.

We'd lost two employees and nearly lost our reputation. We'd been compared to Jeffrey Epstein, protested by suburban mothers, defended by college girls, and turned into the main character of a cultural conversation I'd never asked to be part of.

And we were still standing. The espresso machine was clean. The grinders were loaded. The schedule for next week was set. The applications were coming in, two hundred and fourteen of them, waiting to be sorted through with the same care and paranoia that this business apparently required.

I turned off the lights. Locked the door. Stepped outside into the evening air, which smelled like ocean salt and eucalyptus and nothing at all like coffee.

For the first time all week, I didn't check over my shoulder.


26

Savannah's thighs were clamped around my head like she was trying to crack a walnut. My hands gripped her hips, pulling her down harder against my mouth, and her fingers were twisted in the headboard slats above me, knuckles white, the wood creaking under the pressure. She was making sounds that had stopped being words several minutes ago—just raw, throaty noise that vibrated through her body and into mine.

Below my waist, two mouths were working on me, and the fact that I could tell which was which said something about how well I'd gotten to know these women.

Amy was on the left. I knew because her lips moved in measured strokes, her tongue finding the spots that got the strongest reactions and returning to them with consistency. She wasn't showing off. She was solving a problem, and the problem was making me come.

Maya was on the right. Her approach was slower, more exploratory, her mouth traveling along the shaft in long, unhurried passes that seemed designed to gather information rather than produce an immediate outcome. Every so often she'd pause and do something unexpected—a twist of her tongue, a scrape of teeth so light it was barely contact—and each time it sent a jolt up my spine that made my hips lift off the mattress.

Together, they were devastating.

I tried to focus on Savannah. My tongue worked against her in long, flat strokes, the way she liked, the way that made her grip the headboard harder and grind down onto my face with increasing urgency. She tasted clean from the shower and already wet from what we'd been doing before she'd climbed on top of me, and each time I sucked her clit between my lips, she let out a sound that made the muscles in my stomach clench.

"Right there," she gasped. "Don't stop, don't stop, don't—"

Her hips started moving faster. Shorter strokes, more pressure, her weight shifting forward as her body chased what it wanted. I could feel the change in her thighs—the muscles tightening, the tremor building—and I knew she was close because I'd mapped this territory enough times to read it without looking.

Below my waist, Amy and Maya had apparently coordinated without me noticing. Amy had taken the head of my cock into her mouth and was working it with focused suction while Maya had moved lower, her lips and tongue doing things to my balls that made it very difficult to maintain any kind of rhythm with my own mouth. My hands tightened on Savannah's hips hard enough that I'd probably leave marks, and she moaned at the pressure, grinding down harder.

The orgasm hit us at the same time.

I felt Savannah's body seize above me—her thighs locking, her back arching, a strangled sound caught in her throat—and the sight of her falling apart combined with what Amy and Maya were doing sent me over the edge right behind her. I came hard, my hips bucking up, my groan muffled against Savannah's body as she rode the last waves of her own orgasm.

For a few seconds, nobody moved. Savannah stayed above me, her chest heaving, her hands slowly releasing the headboard slats. My vision was blurred from the pressure of her thighs. My entire body felt like it had been unplugged.

Then Savannah collapsed sideways, rolling off my face and onto the mattress with the graceless flop of someone whose muscles had stopped taking orders. Amy sat up, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, her expression carrying that faint satisfaction she got when a task was completed to her standards. Maya rested her cheek against my inner thigh for a moment longer before crawling up the bed and settling into her usual spot.

We ended up the way we always ended up—a pile. Savannah on my left, her head on my shoulder, one leg thrown across my hips. Amy on my right, tucked against my ribs, her hand resting flat on my chest. Maya curled against Savannah's back, one arm reaching across to touch my arm, maintaining contact.

The ceiling fan turned above us. My heartbeat was still slowing down. The room smelled like sex and the ocean breeze coming through the window I'd cracked earlier. Nobody spoke for a while, and the silence was the comfortable kind—the kind that didn't need to be filled.

Amy broke the silence first.

“So." Her fingers traced an idle pattern on my chest. "Your birthday's next Saturday."

It took me a second to realize she was talking to Savannah, not me.

"Mm-hmm." Savannah nuzzled deeper into my shoulder, her voice muzzy. "Twenty-two. I'm basically ancient."

You're a child," Maya said from behind her.

"What do you want to do?" Amy asked, steering the conversation back on target. "Have you thought about it?"

Savannah was quiet for a moment. Her fingers played with the hair on my chest, twisting it absently.

"I want to go back to Moonstone Vineyards," she said.

I turned my head slightly to look at her. "Yeah?"

"Yeah. That night was perfect. The food, the wine, everything.”

"I'll call tomorrow and make a reservation.”

Savannah smiled and put her head back down. Her fingers resumed their idle path across my chest. The fan turned. The ocean breathed through the window.

"And after dinner," Savannah continued, “we’re having a party right here.”

Maya made a soft sound that might have been a laugh. "We always have a party here.”

"Not that kind of party." Savannah's tone shifted. She had her scheming voice on. "I mean an actual party. With other people."

Amy's hand stopped moving on my chest. "What other people?"

Savannah looked up at me with a smirk.

“Savannah invited Chloe to come hang out for her birthday,” I said, rolling my eyes at Amy and Maya.

“You invited little baby-faced Chloe?,” Amy said, looking at Savannah with confusion. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“Yeah, Chloe stepped up for us in a big way this week,” Maya started. “But like, she’s still so shy and so… little. I don’t want to corrupt the poor girl.”

“And inviting her here right after what she said about Cole in her speech,” Amy added. “Let’s not give her the wrong idea. We’re not accepting new members to… whatever this is.”

“It’s a harem,” Maya said cheerfully.

“It’s not a harem,” I grumbled.

“It’s definitely a harem,” Amy responded.

“Chloe won’t have the wrong idea,” Savannah said, finally replying. “Because I just invited Nina too.”

My body went rigid. Not dramatically—not a flinch or a jolt, nothing that would register as visible movement. But my muscles tightened across my shoulders and down my back, an involuntary response.

"Nina?" Amy sat up on one elbow, her expression shifting from post-sex contentment to something significantly less relaxed. "You invited Nina Fischer to our house?"

"It's Cole's house," Maya murmured.

"You invited Nina Fischer to Cole's house?" Amy repeated without missing a beat.

"And Chloe," Savannah said, as if that somehow improved the situation.

"Why would you invite Nina?" Amy's voice had gone flat in the way that meant she was actively choosing not to raise it. "The girl who can't make a latte. The girl who takes selfies during her shifts. The girl who posted three unauthorized photos of Cole this week alone. That Nina."

“I just thought that maybe if we get to know her better, we can get through to her,” Savannah said, her voice going up a notch. “Like, we don’t have to be friends. But like, I thought maybe she can come hang out, and we’ll all have fun together, and she’ll feel like part of the team.”

"She's barely part of the species,” Amy snapped.

Maya laughed at that—a genuine, low sound that shook the bed slightly.

"I'm serious," Amy continued, sitting fully upright now, the sheet pooling around her waist. Her blonde hair was messed from everything we'd been doing, but her expression was pure business. "You want to invite someone to our private space who has demonstrated zero ability to maintain professional boundaries and who treats every moment of her life as content for her followers? She'll have her phone out before she's through the front door. She'll film everything. She'll post it."

“But that’s my point, Amy,” Savannah whined. “She just sees us as content right now, and not as real people. So we invite her over, we show her we’re normal people, and not just these infamous figures on her social feed. Like, maybe we’ll actually get through to her and she’ll turn things around at the cafe. We need all the help we can get.”

Amy's jaw tightened. She looked at me, clearly expecting backup, clearly expecting me to be the voice of reason that overruled Savannah's impulses. And I should have been. That was my role—the older, steadier presence who kept things from going off the rails.

But my brain was still stuck on the other name.

Chloe. At my house. On a Saturday night. With alcohol present. After spending the previous week blushing every time I looked at her, and then announcing through a megaphone in front of a hundred people and two news cameras that she thought I was—

I shut the thought down.

“I think if we invite Chloe, we have to invite Nina too,” I said. “We only have two new employees now and if Nina hears we invited Chloe, but not her…”

Amy put her head down into a pillow and groaned. The sound came from somewhere deep in her diaphragm—genuine frustration, the kind that Amy usually kept locked behind her professional composure. She fell back onto the mattress and stared at the ceiling.

"Savannah, none of this is a good idea. Not Chloe. And definitely not Nina.”

Savannah moved.

One second she was lying beside me, propped on one elbow, wearing her usual smirk at my discomfort. The next she was on top of Amy, straddling her, both hands on Amy's shoulders, her mouth covering Amy's mid-sentence.

Amy made a sound of protest that was immediately swallowed by the kiss. Her hands came up—to push Savannah off, probably, or at least that was likely the original intention—but Savannah was committed, her body pressing down, her mouth working against Amy's with the focused aggression she brought to everything she wanted.

Amy's resistance lasted about four seconds. Her hands, which had been flat against Savannah's shoulders, slid around to her back. Her protest became a different kind of sound entirely.

I watched them from my position on the mattress, Savannah's body moving against Amy's, Amy's fingers digging into Savannah's skin, the conversation killed as effectively as if someone had pulled a plug. This was Savannah's preferred conflict resolution strategy—overwhelm with physicality until the argument forgot what it was about.

It was manipulative. It was transparent. It worked every single time.

Maya shifted beside me. I felt her weight adjust as she rolled onto her side, and when I turned my head, she was looking at me with those dark eyes that always seemed to be processing more than they revealed.

She shrugged.

It was a small gesture—one shoulder lifting and dropping, her expression unchanging, her dark hair falling across her face. The shrug said: this is happening. The shrug said: we both know we can't stop it. The shrug said: might as well.

Then she leaned in and kissed me.

Her lips moved against mine with the unhurried confidence of someone who had nowhere else to be and nothing else to think about. Her hand found my chest first, then traced downward—across my stomach, along the line of my hip, arriving at its destination with a kind of kind of quiet inevitability.

Her fingers closed around me. I was soft from the first round, spent and cooling, but her grip was patient. She stroked slowly—long, measured pulls that weren't trying to accomplish anything yet, just maintaining contact, rebuilding circulation, coaxing blood back to where she wanted it.

I felt myself stir. Not fully—not yet—but the beginning of something, the body responding to warmth and pressure and the particular skill of a woman who'd learned exactly how I worked.

Beside us, Savannah had Amy pinned to the mattress. Amy had stopped protesting entirely. The sounds they were making had shifted from argumentative to something less verbal.

Maya pulled back from the kiss and looked at me. Her hand kept moving.

"Round two?" she asked, her voice low and unhurried.

Behind us, the birthday party conversation lay where Savannah had killed it—unfinished, unresolved, the question of Chloe and Nina at my house next Saturday hanging in the air between the sounds of bodies and breathing and the ocean through the open window.

But that was next Saturday's problem.

Tonight, Maya's hand tightened, and I stopped thinking about problems altogether.
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The campus café had been quiet for almost twenty minutes, which meant students were starting to go home for the weekend. I was restocking the cold brew station, arranging the glass carafes in the display case, when Maya appeared at my elbow holding her phone out the way someone might hold out a dead animal they'd found in their yard.

"You need to see this," she said.

The week had been calm. After the GARD protests fizzled and Deborah Hensley's army of concerned mothers packed up their megaphones and professionally printed signs and vanished back to whatever suburbs had produced them, campus life had returned to something approaching normal. Students came in, ordered drinks, and did whatever students did on their laptops. Nobody shouted at us. Nobody compared me to Jeffrey Epstein. The chalk on the sidewalk had finally washed away completely.

I'd started to believe we might actually get through this.

Maya's phone said otherwise.

I took it from her, angling the screen away from the afternoon glare coming through the windows. She'd pulled up a social media page and a hashtag was displayed at the top of the screen in bold text.

#WhippedCreamBikiniChallenge

Below it, a counter: 4.2 million views.

"What am I looking at?" I asked, though the sinking feeling in my stomach suggested I already knew.

"Just watch."

I tapped the first video.

It opened on a bathroom counter. A pair of hands — young, female, nails painted a bright coral — reached for a can of Reddi-wip. The camera was angled in a way to make it clear the woman was likely nude but without revealing too much.

She shook the can. The nozzle hissed, and she started spraying whipped cream across her collarbone in careful, deliberate lines. Then lower, across the tops of her breasts .The camera never showed anything explicit — the framing was careful, almost artful, staying above the line and cutting strategically. She added more to her stomach, and then her hand moved further south, out of view of the camera completely.

Then a cut. New angle. She was walking down a hallway now, the phone held at arm's length, filming herself from the front. She was wearing the whipped cream and nothing else but the cream covered everything that mattered, thick enough to be opaque. She stopped at a closed door, smiled at the camera, and pushed it open.

Another cut. The phone had been set down somewhere inside the room, capturing a wider angle. A man was sitting on a couch — mid-fifties, gray at the temples, reading something on a tablet. He looked up.

His face went through about six expressions in two seconds. Confusion. Recognition. Shock. A brief moment that looked like terror, probably because he was being filmed. And then — slowly, like dawn arriving — a grin spread across his face.

The video cut to black. Text appeared on screen: he ate every bite followed by a string of emojis I didn't bother trying to interpret.

"Keep going," Maya said.

I swiped to the next video. Same format, different girl. This one used a kitchen counter instead of a bathroom. She had dark hair and tattoos running down both arms, and she applied the whipped cream with the speed and confidence of someone who'd practiced. Her reveal was to a man in his forties who was working in a home office. He looked up from his computer, did a double take, looked back at his screen as if confirming he was still in reality, and then stood up so fast his chair rolled into the wall.

Next video. A blonde girl, outdoor setting — a patio or balcony. She used three cans of whipped cream. The man she walked out to was grilling, and he dropped his tongs.

Next. A redhead in a dorm room. Her target was sitting on the bed playing a video game. He didn't even notice her for the first five seconds. When he finally looked up, the controller fell out of his hands and hit the floor with a clatter the microphone picked up clearly.

I stopped counting after the seventh or eighth video. The format was always the same: girl applies whipped cream, girl reveals herself to older boyfriend or partner, camera captures his reaction. The reactions varied — some men laughed, some stood frozen, one actually covered his eyes like he was looking at an eclipse — but they all shared the same trajectory from surprise to delight.

Then I hit the one Maya had actually wanted me to see.

This video was slightly longer than the others. The girl was in a bedroom. She went through the same routine with the whipped cream, but she was narrating as she went, her voice bright and conspiratorial.

"Okay so I saw the Savannah Blake video," she said, shaking the can, "and she talked about surprising her man with the whipped cream bikini. And I was like — I have an older man. I have whipped cream. Let's see what happens."

She finished her application, checked herself in the mirror, and walked to another room where a man — probably late forties, salt-and-pepper hair not unlike mine — was reading a newspaper at a kitchen table. An actual physical newspaper. He looked up.

His face went blank. Then confused. Then concerned, like maybe she was having some kind of medical episode. He stood up from the table, his chair scraping against the floor, and for a moment he looked genuinely panicked.

Then his eyes tracked down from her face to the whipped cream covering her chest and stomach, and understanding arrived. The panic dissolved. The concern melted. A smile broke across his face — not a grin, not a smirk, but a real, unguarded, stupid-happy smile — and he said, clearly and directly into the camera:

"Thank God for Cole Hartwell."

The video ended.

I stared at the frozen final frame.

"Four point two million views," Maya repeated, her voice carrying that particular flatness she used when she found something genuinely funny. "And counting."

I handed her phone back. "Great."

"You don't look thrilled."

"I'm thrilled."

"Your face says you're having a dental procedure."

Behind us, from somewhere near the register, came a sound I recognized as Nina Fischer's laugh. I turned to find her leaning against the counter with her own phone out, scrolling through what was obviously the same hashtag, her free hand covering her mouth without actually muffling anything.

"Oh my God," Nina said, her eyes wide, her thumb swiping rapidly. "Oh my God, there are hundreds of these. This one — this guy actually fell off his chair. Like literally fell off his chair.”

She held her phone out toward no one in particular, the screen showing another variation of the same video. Her laugh was continuous, erupting again each time she swiped to a new clip, and I watched her with the weary resignation of a man who'd accepted that his sex life had become a content template for the internet.

"Nina," I said. "You're on the clock."

"I know, I know, but Cole — you're trending. Like, trending trending. This is massive."

"We have customers."

"We have zero customers. The place is empty." She gestured at the café with her phone hand, which was accurate — the post-lunch lull had cleared out everyone except a single student in the corner who was asleep on her laptop. "Let me have this."

Maya had retreated to the handoff station, where she was reorganizing cups that didn't need reorganizing, her shoulders shaking with silent laughter. Every few seconds she'd glance at her phone on the counter, where the hashtag was presumably still playing, and the shaking would intensify.

I looked toward the espresso station.

Chloe was there, exactly where she'd been all afternoon, her hands occupied with cleaning the portafilter baskets. She wasn't looking at her phone. She wasn't looking at anyone's phone. She was focused on the portafilters with an intensity that suggested they contained the secrets of the universe and not just compacted coffee residue.

But her face was red.

Not the old kind of red — not the panicked, I-want-to-disappear flush that had characterized her first week. This was more contained. A steady warmth across her cheeks and the bridge of her nose, her freckles visible but dimmed by the color. She was blushing the way someone blushes when they've overheard a conversation they can't respond to — aware, embarrassed, trying very hard to act natural.

She caught me looking at her and held eye contact for about one second before turning back to the portafilter. The blush deepened by maybe half a shade.

I looked away. The espresso machine hissed through its idle cycle. Nina was still scrolling and laughing. Maya was still pretending to organize cups. Somewhere, 4.2 million people were watching college girls cover themselves in whipped cream and filming older men's reactions, and every single one of those videos traced back to a story my girlfriend had told about me in a video that was supposed to counter-protest the accusation that I was a predator.

I was the Whipped Cream Guy. That was my legacy now. Not fifteen years as COO of a major marketing firm. Not the divorce. Not the health scare. Not the quiet reinvention in Cambria. I was the man who'd inspired a generation of young women to weaponize dairy products in the service of seduction.

"Hey!" Nina's voice went up an octave. "Savannah just texted!"

I heard a second buzz from the espresso station — Chloe's phone, vibrating against the counter where she'd left it.

Nina was already reading the message out loud, because Nina had no concept of the difference between a private text and a public announcement. "'Hey girls! Just a reminder — party at Cole's place tomorrow night after my bday dinner! Come around nine, bring whatever you want to drink, and wear something cute!'" Nina squealed. Actually squealed, the sound piercing enough that the sleeping student in the corner stirred. "'Smiley face, party hat emoji, sparkle emoji, wine glass emoji.'"

Chloe had picked up her phone and was reading the same message silently, her thumb hovering over the screen. Her expression was careful — the look of someone processing an invitation they'd already accepted but were still not entirely sure about.

"I'll be there," Chloe said. Quiet but clear. She set her phone back down and returned to the portafilters.

Nina, by contrast, looked like she'd just been told she'd won a prize on a game show. Her eyes were bright. Her smile was enormous. Her thumbs were already moving across her phone screen with a speed and purpose that immediately made my stomach clench.

"Nina," I said. "What are you typing?"

"Just responding to Savannah."

"On the group text?"

"On my page." She said it without looking up, her thumbs still flying. "My followers are going to lose their minds."

I moved toward her. "Nina, don't post about it."

"Why not? It's just a birthday party."

"It's a private event at my house. I don't want my address or my personal life on your social media."

"I'm not posting your address." She said this with the patience of someone explaining technology to an elderly relative. "I'm just saying I'm going to Savannah's birthday. People love that stuff. It's engagement."

I looked at her screen. She'd already composed the post. A photo of herself — when had she taken that? It must have been from earlier today, or maybe she had a library of selfies pre-loaded for occasions like this — with text overlaid: invited to @SavannahBlake's bday tomorrow night!! Can't WAIT to celebrate with the Latte Love fam @LatteLoveCoffee

She'd tagged Savannah. She'd tagged the business account. She'd used the phrase "Latte Love fam" without irony.

"Nina.”

"It's already posted." She held up her phone to show me the confirmation screen. The post was live. Thirty seconds old and already collecting responses — hearts, comments, the immediate feedback loop that Nina lived inside like a fish in water.

"Delete it."

"Cole." She finally looked up at me, and her expression was genuinely confused. Not defiant, not calculated — confused, the way someone looks when they've been told the thing they do as naturally as breathing is somehow wrong. "It's just a birthday post. Everyone does this."

“Please delete the post, Nina.”

Something flickered across her face. Not quite hurt — more like the surprise of being corrected, which I suspected didn't happen often in her world. She looked at her phone, then at me, then at her phone again.

"Fine." Her thumb moved twice. "Deleted. Happy?"

I wasn't happy. The post had been live for over a minute. Screenshots could have been taken. The tags meant notifications had already gone to Savannah's account and the Latte Love business page. In the world Nina inhabited, a minute was enough for content to replicate and spread.

"Thank you," I said, keeping my voice even.

Nina pocketed her phone with the careful movements of someone holstering a weapon they'd been told not to use. Her expression had gone flat — not angry, but noticeably less enthusiastic than she'd been thirty seconds ago. She smoothed her apron and turned toward the register, where no customers were waiting, and began straightening things that were already straight.

I walked back toward the cold brew station, passing Maya on the way. She was leaning against the counter, her dark eyes following the exchange.

Our eyes met.

I didn't say anything. She didn't say anything. The look lasted about two seconds, but it was enough. Her eyebrows lifted fractionally — not a question, just an acknowledgment. A shared understanding that didn't need words.

This girl was trouble.
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The bed was warm and the bungalow was quiet. Saturday morning light came through the curtains in pale strips, falling across the sheets and across Savannah's bare back where she lay face-down beside me, one arm tucked under the pillow, her blonde hair fanned out in every direction. She was completely naked, the sheet pushed down to her ankles sometime during the night, her body stretched out and exposed and perfectly still except for the slow rise and fall of her breathing.

Amy and Maya had stayed at their own places last night. Amy had something to handle at the downtown shop first thing this morning. Maya had said something vague about needing her studio space and disappeared around nine. The plan was for everyone to reconvene later — dinner at Moonstone Vineyards, then back here for the party. But for now, it was just us.

She was on her stomach, her face turned away from me, her legs slightly apart. Her body was built for movement — the thick, defined thighs of a hurdler, the tight curve of her ass, the long line of muscle along her back that flexed even in sleep when she shifted. She looked peaceful. Vulnerable in a way she never allowed herself to be when she was awake and performing for the world.

Savannah had a habit. She liked to wake me up with her mouth. It had started early in our relationship — I'd surface from sleep to find her under the sheets, her lips already working, her hand wrapped around the base of my cock, her eyes looking up at me through the tangle of my sheets with that particular mix of mischief and determination that defined her. She'd done it so many times that my body had started responding before my brain caught up. I'd wake up hard, already halfway to the edge, already reaching for her hair.

My first birthday gift was to return the favor.

I moved slowly. Rolled onto my stomach first, then eased myself down the bed, keeping my weight distributed so the mattress wouldn't dip too dramatically. Savannah didn't stir. Her breathing stayed even, deep, the kind of sleep that came from exhaustion — she'd had a hard training week on top of everything else, and her body had clearly decided to cash in on the recovery.

I positioned myself between her legs. She was splayed out, relaxed, her thighs parted enough to give me access. I lowered my face and stopped about an inch away from her.

The warmth hit me first. That radiating heat from her skin, concentrated between her legs, the particular warmth of a body that had been under covers all night. I inhaled. She smelled clean — she'd showered before bed — but underneath the soap was her. That scent I'd know anywhere now.

I stuck my tongue out and pressed it flat against her.

The first stroke was slow. Bottom to top, the full length of her slit, tasting her immediately. She was dry from sleep but that changed fast. My body responded to the taste and the contact and the knowledge of what I was doing, and I felt myself getting hard against the mattress.

I went to work. Long, flat strokes, covering as much ground as possible, pressing my face into her. I rubbed my chin against her, my lips, the bridge of my nose. I wanted her scent on me. I wanted to be covered in it. I worked my tongue into her folds, found her clit from behind, circled it, then dragged back up through the wet that was building now, slicking everything, making the movement easier.

Savannah murmured. A soft, barely-there sound, more vibration than voice, her body registering the sensation without her brain quite catching up. Her hips shifted slightly — an unconscious movement, a push backward into the pressure. Her fingers curled in the pillow under her head.

Still asleep. Or hovering in that space between sleep and waking where the body responded to stimulus but the mind hadn't engaged. Either way, she wasn't stopping me, and I wasn't stopping.

I moved higher.

Her ass was right there, full and round and relaxed, the muscle soft in sleep. I spread her with my thumbs and pressed against her hole. I circled my tongue around the rim, slow and deliberate, pressing gently inward without forcing it.

That did it.

Savannah moved. Her whole body tensed, her hips rising off the mattress, and her head snapped up from the pillow with a gasp that cut through the quiet bedroom. For one second — maybe two — I felt her entire body go rigid with something that was probably alarm. Her hands fisted the sheets. Her legs tried to close. She looked back over her shoulder with wide eyes and her hair in her face, and I watched the recognition arrive.

Not a stranger. Not a threat. Just me, between her legs, my face wet with her.

The tension left her body in a rush, like air leaving a balloon. She collapsed back onto the mattress, then immediately turned over, rolling onto her back, her legs falling open around me. She was breathing hard. Her chest rose and fell, her breasts moving with each breath, her nipples already hard from the shock or the arousal or some combination. Her eyes were bright with sleep and surprise and the beginnings of a smile.

I stayed where I was, settled between her thighs, looking up at her. Her face was flushed. Her hair was a disaster. There was a crease from the pillowcase running across her left cheek.

"Happy birthday, baby," I said.

The smile broke fully. That wide, genuine, smile that I only saw from her in private, when the performance was off and the bravado was set aside and she was just Savannah — twenty-two years old as of today, naked in my bed, waking up to my tongue inside her.

"Thank you, Bossman," she said. Her voice was raspy from sleep, lower than her usual register. She reached down and grabbed my shoulders, her fingers digging in, pulling me up her body. "Get up here."

I crawled up. Her hands guided me, sliding from my shoulders to my back, pulling me down on top of her. My weight settled against her and she made a small sound of satisfaction, like this — my body covering hers — was exactly where she wanted me.

I kissed her.

She had morning breath. I could taste it — that stale, slightly sour quality that comes from eight hours of sleep with your mouth open. I didn't care. I kissed her hard and deep, pushing my tongue into her mouth, and she responded immediately, her tongue meeting mine, her lips pressing back with the intensity that was always just beneath her surface. She tasted like sleep and warmth and the faintest trace of the toothpaste she'd used last night, and I wanted more of it. I wanted all of it.

Her hands slid down my back, her nails dragging across my skin with enough pressure to leave marks but not enough to break it. Her hips rose against me, grinding up, and she found my cock — hard, pressed between our bodies — and rolled against it with a deliberate motion that made me groan into her mouth.

I reached between us and lined myself up. The head of my cock pressed against her entrance, and she was wet now — really wet, the work I'd done while she slept still paying dividends — and I pushed in with one slow, steady stroke.

Her nails sank into my back.

"Fuck," she breathed against my mouth. "Yes."

I pulled back to look at her. Her eyes were open, focused on mine, and I held there. We looked at each other while I started to move — slow at first, controlled thrusts that let her feel every inch of me entering and withdrawing. Her pupils were dilated. Her lips were parted. Her hands clawed at my shoulders.

"Harder," she said.

I gave her harder. My hips drove down with more force, and the impact sent a shudder through her body, her breasts bouncing, a sharp exhale punching out of her lungs.

“I. Said. Harder!”

I braced my arms on either side of her head and went for it. The bed frame complained — a rhythmic creak that matched my thrusts. Savannah's legs came up and wrapped around my waist, her heels digging into my lower back, pulling me deeper. Her eyes stayed locked on mine.

"God, I love this," she said, her voice breaking on the words, her nails raking down my back in long scratches I'd feel in the shower later. "I love when I have you all to myself. No sharing. No taking turns. Just you and me."

"Just you and me," I repeated.

"I love your cock inside me." She said it plainly, the way she'd say she loved coffee or sunshine — a simple statement of fact. "I love watching your face when you fuck me. I love that you woke me up with your tongue in my ass."

I thrust harder. She arched her back and her eyes fluttered but stayed open, stayed on mine.

"Fuck me like it's my birthday, Daddy," she said, and the grin was back, the bratty challenge, even here, even now. "Give me my present."

I was getting close. The combination of her voice and her body and the tight, wet heat of her was pushing me toward the edge faster than I wanted. I tried to slow down — longer strokes, more deliberate, pulling almost all the way out before pushing back in — but Savannah read the shift immediately.

"Don't you dare slow down."

"I'm trying to—"

She lifted her head and bit my neck.

Not a nibble. Not a playful nip. She sank her teeth into the muscle where my neck met my shoulder and held on, sucking hard, the pressure sharp and immediate. Pain and pleasure mixed in a way that made my hips stutter, my rhythm breaking.

She released my neck with a wet sound and looked up at me. Her expression was fierce and satisfied, the expression of someone who'd just claimed territory.

“That fucking hurt, you little brat,” I growled.

"Good." Her legs tightened around my waist. “Now finish this. Give my little 22-year-old pussy what it wants!”

The last thread of my control snapped.

I fucked her as hard as I could. No restraint, no pacing, just raw force and speed and the desperate need to get there. The bed was shaking — not creaking anymore, actually shaking, the headboard hitting the wall in a rhythm that the neighbors would have heard if I'd had neighbors. Savannah was moaning with every thrust, her voice climbing in pitch and volume, her nails embedded in my back, her legs locked around me.

"Yes, yes, yes—"

She came first, by maybe half a second. I felt it — the clench, the sudden tightness, the way her whole body went rigid beneath me — and it pulled me over the edge with her. I came hard, buried deep inside her, my hips jerking in involuntary pulses while she shook and gasped and dug her nails in hard enough that I knew there would be blood.

We stayed like that for a long time. Or maybe it just felt long. Her legs slowly loosened from around my waist, her nails retracted from my back, her breathing began to even out. I was still inside her, softening, the sweat cooling on both our bodies. The room smelled like sex.

I dropped my forehead against hers. Our noses touched. Her eyes were closed, her expression peaceful, that post-orgasm calm that smoothed every line and erased every worry from her face.

Then she opened her eyes.

The look she gave me was pure Savannah. That specific combination of satisfaction and provocation that meant she was about to say something designed to get a reaction. I knew the look. I'd been on the receiving end of it enough times to recognize the warning signs.

"You know," she said, her voice still breathless, her fingers tracing lazy patterns on my chest, "I'm actually kind of surprised you still want to fuck me."

"Why's that?"

"Well." Her mouth curved into that smirk — the one she saved for her worst material. "I saw all those posters. You know, the ones with your picture next to Jeffrey Epstein. And I figured... twenty-two? Way too old for your tastes, right? Thought you'd have traded me in by now for someone younger."

“Savannah,” I said, her name a warning.

“I mean, I’m practically a grandma now. But I think the local junior high is having a formal next weekend. Maybe you should go scouting.”

The words hung between us. My brain needed a second to process them — not because I didn't understand, but because the sheer audacity of the joke required a moment of silence before it could be properly addressed.

She watched my face, her blue eyes bright with the particular pleasure of someone who knew they'd just dropped a grenade and was waiting for the explosion.

"Get up,” I said, in my angry Dad voice.

"What?"

"You heard me." I pulled out of her and sat up, positioning myself at the edge of the bed. My back was to her, but I could feel her confusion — the shift in the mattress as she propped herself on one elbow, the pause in her breathing.

"Cole, I was kidding—"

"I know you were kidding." I turned to look at her over my shoulder. I kept my face serious. Stern, even — the face I'd used in boardrooms when someone had overstepped. "That's twenty-two birthday spanks."

Her expression went through a rapid series of changes. Confusion first, then surprise, then understanding. And then — slowly, like sunrise — the grin returned. Bigger than before. The grin of someone who'd pushed a button and gotten exactly the response they wanted.

"You wouldn't," she said, but she was already moving. Already shifting on the bed, positioning herself, because Savannah Blake had never once in her life backed down from a challenge.

"Over my lap. Now."

"Make me."

I reached for her. She squealed — that same high-pitched sound from the first time we'd been together — but she didn't resist. Not really. She let me pull her across my lap, her naked body draped over my thighs, her ass up, her blonde hair hanging toward the floor. She wriggled, getting comfortable, and I felt her settle into position with the ease of someone who'd been here before and enjoyed every second of it.

Her skin was warm under my palm. I rested my hand on her ass, feeling the firmness of the muscle underneath, the slight give of flesh. She was still wet between her legs, still flushed from everything we'd just done. She looked back at me over her shoulder, her cheek pressed against the sheet, her eyes carrying that particular challenge.

"Twenty-two," I said. "Count them."

"And if I lose count?"

"We start over."
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Savannah had already finished her own duck breast and was working on what was left of Amy's sea bass when the waiter came by with the third course. He set the plates down — seared lamb for me, a mushroom risotto for Maya, and something involving lobster and butter that Savannah had ordered by pointing at the menu and saying "that one, the big one." Amy had switched to just wine about ten minutes ago, nursing her glass with small sips while she watched the destruction unfold across the table.

Moonstone Vineyards looked the same as the last time we'd been here. Our table was in the back corner, private enough that I didn't worry about anyone overhearing us, close enough to the fireplace that I could feel the heat on my left side. The second bottle of wine was two-thirds empty. Maya had done most of the damage on the first bottle by herself.

The restaurant was about half full. A few couples scattered at other tables. A party of six near the front window who'd been getting progressively louder as their own wine disappeared. The jazz playing through the speakers was low enough to talk over, high enough to provide cover.

I could afford it. Tonight was the one night I didn't care about the number.

Savannah attacked the lobster with both hands. She picked up the tail, cracked it with a twist that sprayed butter across the tablecloth, and pulled the meat free with her fingers. It disappeared in two bites. She moved to the claws.

Maya set down her wine glass and watched. Her dark eyes tracked Savannah's hands with the quiet fascination of someone observing a natural phenomenon.

Amy's expression was harder to read. She sat with her wine glass held at chest height, her posture perfect, her blonde hair pulled back in that clean ponytail she wore when she was off-duty but still wanted to look put together. Her eyes moved from Savannah's face to Savannah's hands to the growing pile of shell fragments on the bread plate, and her jaw worked slightly, the way it did when she was deciding whether to say something.

I took a bite of my lamb. It was excellent. Tender, pink in the center, with a crust that tasted like rosemary and garlic. But I was having trouble concentrating on it because across from me, Savannah had butter running down her chin and a piece of lobster shell stuck to her left cheek and she was reaching for the bread basket that had been sitting untouched near Maya's elbow.

"Are you going to eat the table next?" I asked.

Savannah looked up.

Her face was a mess. Butter on her chin, on her fingers, on the tip of her nose where she'd apparently scratched an itch with a greasy hand. A fleck of something green — herb, probably — clung to her lower lip. Her blonde hair, which she'd worn down tonight instead of in her usual ponytail, had a strand stuck to her jawline with butter.

She looked at me. Then at Amy. Then at Maya. All three of us staring at her.

"Shut up," she said. "It's my birthday."

She pulled the bread basket toward her, tore a piece of sourdough in half, and used it to mop up the butter pooling on her plate. The bread vanished. She reached for more.

"I ran twelve miles this morning before Cole woke up," she added, which was a lie — she'd been dead asleep when I woke up, and what followed might have been exercise but it definitely wasn’t running.

"Your body needs an intervention," Amy said, but she was smiling. She reached across and wiped the herb fleck off Savannah's lower lip with her thumb, a gesture so casual and intimate that it barely registered as unusual anymore.

Maya had already gone back to her risotto, eating with the slow, deliberate bites of someone who treated meals as something to experience rather than demolish. She speared a mushroom on her fork, examined it briefly, and ate it in silence. Her dark hair was down tonight, curling at the ends, brushing her shoulders when she moved. She was wearing a black dress that looked simple until you noticed how it fit — the way it followed the line of her body.

"Speaking of birthdays," Maya said. "It's time for presents."

Savannah's eyes lit up. The lobster, the bread, the duck breast — all of it forgotten instantly.

"I knew it. I knew you guys brought stuff. I saw Amy's bag."

"You weren't supposed to look in my bag."

"I didn't look in it. I just noticed it existed." Savannah wiggled her fingers. "Gimme."

Amy reached down beside her chair and produced a rectangular package wrapped in cream-colored paper. No ribbon, no bow — just clean folds and crisp edges, the kind of wrapping that looked simple but required actual skill to execute. She set it on the table and slid it across to Savannah.

Savannah tore the paper off in one pull.

The journal underneath was beautiful. Leather — real leather, not the synthetic stuff you'd find at a chain bookstore. Dark brown, with a slight grain to the surface that caught the candlelight. It was about the size of a paperback, thick, the pages edged in something that looked like gold but was probably just quality gilding. On the front cover, embossed in small, clean letters: S.B.

Savannah ran her fingers across the initials. Then she opened it.

The first page was a table of contents. Handwritten. The sections were labeled: Race Notes. Training Log. Mental Check-Ins. Injury Tracking. Goals & Milestones. Recovery Notes.

Savannah turned the pages slowly. Each section had its own tab, cut into the edge of the pages for easy finding. The Race Notes section had fields for date, distance, time, weather, course conditions, split times, and a blank area labeled "How I Felt" in Amy's handwriting. The Mental Check-Ins section had prompts — questions about stress, motivation, confidence, things that were working, things that weren't. The Injury Tracking pages had outlines of a human body from front and back, with space to mark and annotate problem areas.

"Amy," Savannah said. Her voice had changed. The party-girl energy was gone. She was looking at the journal with an expression I'd seen her wear exactly twice before — once when she'd watched a teammate break a personal record, and once when I'd told her I loved her for the first time.

"It's not just a mileage log," Amy said. Her voice was steady, but I noticed she wasn't looking at Savannah. She was looking at her wine glass, her fingers turning the stem. "I looked at what competitive runners actually need to track and none of the journals on the market had all of it in one place. So I designed one."

"You designed this?"

"I laid it out on my computer and had it printed and bound at a shop in San Luis."

Savannah turned to the last page. She stopped. Her lips parted slightly, and she went still in the way people go still when they've encountered something they weren't expecting.

I leaned over to look. On the final page, in Amy's neat handwriting but smaller than the rest — more personal, less structured — was a note.

Savannah —

You make me braver. Every day. Before you, I thought being careful was the same thing as being smart. You showed me that sometimes the brave thing and the right thing are the same thing. Thank you for always looking out for me, even when I act like I don't need it.”

Happy birthday.

— A

Savannah closed the journal. She pressed it against her chest with both hands, the leather warm against her skin, and her eyes were bright in the candlelight. Not crying — Savannah didn't cry easily, and certainly not in restaurants — but close. Closer than I'd seen her in a while.

"Amy." Her voice was thick. "This is the most thoughtful thing anyone has ever given me."

"Don't make it weird," Amy said, but her mouth had that small smile again, and the tips of her ears were pink.

"I'm making it weird. I'm making it so weird." Savannah reached across the table and grabbed Amy's hand, squeezing hard enough that Amy's fingers turned white. "Thank you. I mean it. Thank you."

Amy squeezed back. One firm press of her fingers, and then she withdrew her hand and picked up her wine glass again, the vulnerability sealed back behind her composure as cleanly as if it had never been exposed.

Maya reached under the table.

She produced a flat, rectangular package — larger than Amy's, wrapped in brown paper that had been hand-stamped with small geometric patterns. Maya's style in everything, including gift wrap. She set it in front of Savannah without ceremony.

"This one's from me," she said.

Savannah unwrapped it more carefully this time, peeling the paper back instead of tearing it. Underneath was a picture frame — wood, hand-finished, with a dark stain that matched the aesthetic of Maya's apartment.

The photo inside stopped Savannah cold.

It was her. Crossing a finish line. Her body was mid-stride, captured at the exact moment her front foot hit the ground beyond the line, her arms lifting, her face twisted into something between agony and triumph. Her hair was streaming behind her, her legs were extended, and the runners behind her were visible but blurred — out of focus, out of contention. She was alone at the front.

I recognized the meet. It was from three weeks ago, before the campus shop opened, before GARD, before any of it. I'd been in the stands that day. I hadn't known Maya was shooting from the sideline.

"When did you take this?" Savannah asked, her voice quiet.

"I was there." Maya shrugged — that single-shoulder lift she did. "I brought my camera. You didn't notice."

"I never notice anything when I'm racing."

"I know. That's why the photo's good." Maya paused. "There's more. Check your phone."

Savannah pulled her phone from the small clutch she'd brought, the one that matched her dress. She unlocked it and found a notification — a link Maya had texted during dinner, apparently, while nobody was watching. She tapped it.

The video opened on her screen. I leaned closer to see.

Music first — something acoustic and warm, a song I didn't recognize but that felt right. Then images, sliding into each other with smooth transitions. Three girls laughing at what I recognized as the flea market in Cambria — Amy holding up a hideous ceramic cat she'd found, Savannah bent double with laughter, Maya visible at the edge of the frame with a smirk. Cut to my kitchen — all three of them cooking, flour on someone's shirt, Savannah brandishing a wooden spoon like a weapon while Amy tried to read a recipe off her phone. Cut to mini-golf — Savannah celebrating a hole-in-one with a victory dance that involved her entire body, Amy shaking her head, Maya lining up her own shot with intense concentration.

More clips. The beach. The café. My living room, where someone had been filming while the three of them sat on the couch, tangled together, watching something on TV that made them all react at the same time. A clip of Savannah running — not racing, just running, on the coastal trail near my house, the ocean behind her, her stride easy and open.

The video was maybe ninety seconds long. Maya had edited it with the same eye she brought to her art — every cut intentional, every transition smooth, the music hitting emotional beats at exactly the right moments. It wasn't flashy. It wasn't over-produced. It was just three women being themselves, captured by someone who'd been paying attention.

Savannah watched it twice. The second time through, she didn't blink.

When the video ended, she set the phone face-down on the table. She pressed her lips together hard, her jaw working, and I could see her throat moving as she swallowed. Her eyes were wet now. Not tears on her cheeks — she was holding them — but the shine was unmistakable in the candlelight.

"Maya," she said. Just the name. Nothing else.

Maya's expression was unchanged — that same calm, slightly remote look she wore like armor. But I could see it: the faintest softening around her eyes, the subtle unclenching of her jaw. She was pleased.

"Your turn," Savannah said, turning to me. Her voice was rough at the edges but she was smiling now, that genuine smile, the one without performance behind it. She wiped her eyes quickly with the back of her hand. "No pressure."

"No pressure at all," Amy echoed, deadpan. "You're just following a handmade leather journal and a professional video montage."

"Thanks, Amy."

I reached into the bag I'd stashed under my chair before we sat down. Two boxes. The first was larger — a matte black case about the size of a thick paperback, with a logo embossed on the lid that Savannah would recognize immediately.

I set it in front of her.

She saw the logo and her eyes went wide.

"No," she said.

"Open it."

"Cole, that's a—"

"Open the box, Savannah."

She opened the box.

The watch inside was the top of the line. GPS, heart rate monitor, blood oxygen sensor, training load tracking, recovery advisor, route mapping, interval programming, race predictor — every feature that existed in a running watch, this one had. The face was clean and bright, the band a soft silicone in white that would stand out against her tanned wrist. It was the kind of watch that Olympic athletes wore. That professional coaches recommended. That Savannah had probably researched online and then closed the browser because the price made her stomach hurt.

She lifted it out of the case like it was made of glass.

"This is the Fenix 8," she said. Her voice had gone flat with shock, the way it did when her brain couldn't process fast enough to produce appropriate emotion. "Cole. This is an eight hundred dollar watch."

"I know what it costs."

"Eight. Hundred. Dollars."

"I'm aware."

She turned it over in her hands. Pressed the side button. The screen lit up, already configured — I'd spent an hour the previous night setting up her profile, entering her height, weight, and resting heart rate from what I'd learned from watching her training data. The home screen displayed a simple clock face with her name in small text along the bottom.

She put the watch on. It fit perfectly — I'd measured her wrist while she was sleeping two weeks ago, which she didn't need to know about. The white band looked exactly right against her skin. She held her arm out and stared at it, rotating her wrist, and I watched the athlete in her take over. Her eyes tracked the features, the display, the buttons. She was already calculating what this would mean for her training. What data she'd have access to. How much better she could prepare.

"Thank you," she said. Simple and direct. Not the emotional overflow of Amy's journal or Maya's video — something more grounded, the gratitude of someone who recognized that the gift wasn't about the money, it was about the fact that I'd paid attention to what she actually needed.

"There's one more," I said.

Her eyebrows went up. "More?"

The second box was small. Jewelry-box small. Black velvet, the kind that hinged open. I set it in front of her and watched her face.

She looked at it. Then at me. Then at the box again.

"If that's a ring, we need to have a conversation," Amy said from across the table.

"It's not a ring."

Savannah opened it.

The necklace was gold — real gold, not plated, a fine chain that caught the candlelight in thin bright lines. The charm hung from the center: a small coffee cup, rendered in detail, with a heart rising from it where the steam would be. It was maybe the size of a thumbnail. Custom made. I'd found a jeweler in San Luis Obispo who did commission work, and I'd spent two sessions with her getting the design right — the proportions of the cup, the curve of the heart, the way the two shapes merged into each other so that you couldn't tell where the coffee ended and the heart began.

Savannah picked it up. The chain pooled in her palm, the charm resting against the pad of her thumb. She was quiet for a long time. Long enough that the jazz from the speakers filled the silence, and the fire crackled, and the party of six near the window laughed at something.

“Thank you,” she said. Her voice was barely there. A whisper that the restaurant noise almost swallowed.

"Let me see," Amy said, leaning forward. Savannah held it out, and Amy took the charm between her fingers, examining it with the same careful attention she brought to everything. Her expression shifted — surprise first, then appreciation, then something softer. "This is custom?"

"Yeah."

"It's beautiful." Amy said it matter-of-factly, the way she'd say a drink was well-made or a schedule was properly optimized. Coming from Amy, that was the highest possible compliment.

Maya leaned in from the other side. Her dark eyes studied the charm, and the corner of her mouth curved upward. "A coffee cup with a heart for steam. That's you two."

"Put it on me," Savannah said, holding the necklace out to me. She turned in her chair, presenting the back of her neck, sweeping her blonde hair to one side. Her shoulders were bare — the dress she wore tonight was strapless, a deep blue that made her tan look darker and her eyes look brighter. I could see the line of her spine, the small bump of each vertebra, and the faint scratch marks on her upper back from this morning that she'd covered with concealer but hadn't quite hidden.

I took the necklace. Unclasped it. Reached around her and brought the two ends together at the nape of her neck, my fingers working the tiny clasp while my knuckles brushed against her warm skin. The chain settled into place, the charm resting just below the hollow of her throat.

She turned back around. Her hand went to the charm immediately, her fingers finding it, pressing it flat against her chest. She looked down at it and then up at me.

Her eyes were wet again. Fuller this time. One tear broke free and tracked down her right cheek, cutting through the light dusting of makeup she'd applied before dinner. She didn't wipe it away.

"I'm never taking this off," she said.

"It's waterproof. The jeweler assured me."

She laughed at that — a wet, choked sound that was half laugh and half something else. Then she was out of her chair.

She went to Amy first. Wrapped her arms around Amy's shoulders from behind, pressing her cheek against Amy's hair, squeezing hard enough that Amy made a small sound of surprise. Amy's hand came up and gripped Savannah's forearm, holding her there.

Then Maya. Savannah released Amy and moved around the table, and Maya stood to meet her — unusual for Maya, who generally let physical affection come to her rather than reaching for it. But she stood, and Savannah pulled her in, and Maya's arms went around Savannah's waist with a tightness that said more than anything she'd spoken all evening.

The three of them ended up in a knot. Standing between the table and the fireplace, arms tangled, heads close together. Amy's blonde hair against Savannah's blonde hair against Maya's dark hair.

Savannah pulled back just enough to look at both of them. Then she turned and looked at me, still sitting in my chair, my wine glass in my hand, watching the three of them from across the table.

"I'm so happy," she said. Her voice was clear and steady now, the tears gone, replaced by something solid and certain. "I'm so happy we all found each other. I don't know how this happened. I don't know how any of this happened. A coffee shop in Cambria and somehow I ended up with the three best people I've ever known."

She looked at me when she said it. Held my eyes. The charm glinted at her throat.

"Four," Amy corrected quietly, her arm still around Savannah's waist. "Four best people."

Maya didn't say anything. She just tightened her grip on Savannah's hand and looked at me with those dark eyes, and the faintest nod moved through her — that small acknowledgment that said more than any word she could have offered.

I raised my glass.

"Happy birthday, Savannah."

She moved to the other side of the table to give me a kiss.
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The drive home from Moonstone was quiet thanks to the food coma and the effects of the wine. Savannah had the necklace between her fingers the whole ride, turning the charm over and over, the gold catching streetlight through the windows.

Inside, the living room lamps were on low timers. I hung my jacket by the door and watched the three of them scatter: Amy to the kitchen to check something on her phone, Maya to the couch where she folded herself into the corner with her legs underneath her, Savannah straight to the bedroom to change out of her heels.

I stood in the middle of my living room and looked at the space through unfamiliar eyes. The couch where the four of us piled up on Saturday nights. The kitchen counter where Amy had reorganized my spice rack without asking. The hallway that led to the bedroom where, this morning, I'd woken Savannah up in a way that still made the muscles in my neck warm when I thought about it.

This was private. This was ours. And in less than an hour, two of my employees were going to walk through the front door.

"We should have done this somewhere else," I said.

Savannah's voice came from the bedroom, muffled by the sound of her pulling a shirt over her head. "Like where?"

"Anywhere. A ice cream place. A bar."

"Chloe's eighteen, Cole. She can't get into a bar."

"I'm serious," I said.”This is my house. Our house, functionally. There's a reason we keep work and personal separate."

Savannah emerged from the bedroom wearing shorts and a tank top, the necklace sitting against her bare collarbone, the watch on her left wrist. She looked comfortable and happy and completely uninterested in my concerns.

"They're coming over for cake and drinks, Cole. Not a sleepover. It's going to be fine."

"And if Nina posts a photo of your bedroom? Of my kitchen? Of the four of us on this couch?"

"Then I'll handle it. Like I handled it at the café." Savannah opened the refrigerator and started moving things around, checking the beer supply, the wine, whatever else she'd stocked earlier in the day. "Relax. It's my birthday. You're legally obligated to let me have what I want."

I looked at Amy. She was leaning against the kitchen counter, her arms crossed, her expression carrying the particular resignation of someone who'd already fought this fight and lost. She caught my eye and gave the smallest shrug — not Maya's shrug, not the philosophical acceptance, but Amy's version: I agree with you, but it's happening anyway, so save your energy.

I went to the bathroom and changed out of my dinner clothes. Jeans. A gray henley with the sleeves pushed up. I washed my face and looked at myself in the mirror. Salt-and-pepper hair. Lines around my eyes that hadn't been there five years ago. The bite mark Savannah had left on my neck this morning was hidden by the collar of the henley, but I could feel it — a dull ache when I turned my head.

I was a forty-five-year-old man about to host an eighteen-year-old and a twenty-something at his home on a Saturday night while his three girlfriends poured drinks and played hostess. If someone had described this scenario to me a year ago, I'd have assumed they were pitching a bad reality show.

The knock came at 8:47. Thirteen minutes early.

I knew who it would be before I opened the door. Chloe Bennett stood on my porch with her hands clasped in front of her, holding a small gift bag by the handles. She'd changed out of her usual oversized sweaters. Tonight she wore a fitted green top — still modest, still Chloe, but newer-looking, like she'd bought it for this. Dark jeans. White sneakers that were very clean. Her red hair was down instead of pulled back, falling past her shoulders, and the porch light caught the copper in it.

She looked like she'd spent two hours getting ready and was now deeply regretting every decision she'd made.

"Hi," she said. The word came out at about sixty percent volume. She cleared her throat. "I'm early. I know I'm early. I was going to drive around the block a few times but then I thought that was weird, so I just — I came."

"Come in," I said, stepping back.

She crossed the threshold with the careful steps of someone entering a museum. Her eyes moved across the entryway, the living room, the kitchen — taking in everything.

"This is really nice," she said, her voice finding a few more decibels. "It smells good."

"That's Maya's candle."

"Guilty," Maya said from the couch, raising one hand without standing.

Savannah appeared from the kitchen with the energy of someone who'd been waiting behind a curtain for her cue. "Chloe! You came!"

"I said I would."

"I know, but still." Savannah pulled her into a hug — brief, warm, the kind that Savannah gave everyone but that meant more to the people who weren't used to receiving them. Chloe stiffened for a fraction of a second, then allowed it, her small frame disappearing into Savannah's arms. When they separated, Chloe held out the gift bag.

"It's not much," she said. "I didn't know what to — I mean, I just thought —"

"You didn't have to bring anything." Savannah took the bag and pulled out a small tin. She opened it and her face lit up. "Oh, this smells incredible."

"It's a coffee-infused body scrub." Chloe's words came faster now, the way they always did when coffee was involved. "I made it. The beans are from this small farm in Guatemala — my family sources from them sometimes. It's mixed with coconut oil and brown sugar, so it exfoliates but also moisturizes, and the caffeine in the coffee grounds actually helps with circulation when you use it on your skin —"

She stopped herself. Took a breath. "Sorry. That's more information than you needed."

"Are you kidding? I love it." Savannah pressed the open tin to her nose and inhaled deeply. "Amy, smell this."

Amy crossed the room, took the tin, sniffed it, and looked at Chloe with an expression that might have been the closest thing Amy got to impressed. "You made this yourself?"

"My mom taught me. We make them every Christmas. It's sort of a family thing."

"It's lovely," Amy said, and the compliment landed visibly — Chloe's shoulders dropped half an inch, some of the tension releasing.

"Okay, look," Savannah said, grabbing Chloe by the wrist and pulling her toward the couch. "You have to see what I got tonight."

Savannah showed her everything. The watch first — strapping it off her wrist and placing it in Chloe's hands, explaining the features with the enthusiasm of someone who'd already memorized the entire spec sheet. Then the journal, which Chloe turned through page by page, her fingers tracing Amy's handwritten section headers with the reverence of someone who understood the value of things made by hand. Then the video on Savannah's phone, which Chloe watched with her knees drawn up on the couch, her face soft.

Then the necklace.

Savannah touched the charm at her throat and leaned forward so Chloe could see it up close. "Cole had it made. Custom."

Chloe's hand came up, hovering near the charm without touching it, her fingers close enough that I could see the faint tremor in them. The gold caught the lamplight. The tiny coffee cup. The heart where the steam should be.

"That's the nicest thing I've ever seen," she said.

Her eyes came to me when she said it. Not a glance — something more direct than her usual quick-look-away pattern. She held for a full beat, her green eyes finding mine.

I looked at the bookshelf. Adjusted my stance. Said, "The jeweler in San Luis does good work."

The moment passed. Chloe's gaze returned to the necklace, and her hand dropped to her lap.

Maya, who'd been watching from the corner of the couch with her legs tucked under her, leaned slightly toward Chloe. "How's your first semester going? Classes settling in?"

"It's a lot," Chloe said. "I mean, it's fine. My classes are good. My Intro to Food Science professor is amazing — she actually spent ten years as a roaster in Ethiopia before she went into academia, and she lets us use the campus lab for experiments outside of class. I've been doing these extraction tests on different grind sizes using water at different temperatures and —"

She caught herself again. The corner of her mouth twitched.

"I'm doing the thing again."

"Doing what?" Maya asked.

"The thing where I talk about coffee like a normal person talks about actual interesting topics. My roommate says I have exactly one setting."

"Your roommate sounds boring," Amy said from the kitchen, where she was opening a bottle of wine.

That got a real smile from Chloe. She was loosening. I could see it happening in increments — the arms uncrossing, the voice gaining a few more decibels, the eye contact extending from half-seconds to full seconds. She was still nervous. She was still Chloe. But the catastrophic terror that usually accompanied her proximity to me had downshifted into something more manageable.

Savannah stood up abruptly.

"Okay. It's my birthday. I am way too sober for my birthday." She pointed at the kitchen. "Shots."

She disappeared into the pantry and emerged with a bottle of Patrón that I knew for a fact had been full yesterday and was now missing about two inches — Amy's doing, probably, from the pre-dinner preparation ritual she'd never admit to. Savannah lined up glasses on the counter. Five of them, even though only four of us were currently present.

"Nina's not here yet," I said.

"Hers will be waiting for her. She can catch up." Savannah poured with the generosity of someone who was not paying for the tequila. Each glass got more than a standard shot. She brought them to the coffee table on a cutting board because we didn't own a serving tray.

Amy took hers without comment. Maya took hers with a half-smile. Savannah took hers and held it up.

Chloe looked at the remaining glass.

Her hand was on the couch cushion, six inches from the shot. Her eyes went from the tequila to Savannah to me and back to the tequila. I could see the calculation running — the desire to fit in, the uncertainty about whether this was a test, the awareness that she was eighteen years old drinking hard liquor at her boss's house.

"You don't have to," Savannah said, and her voice was genuine. No pressure in it, no challenge. "Seriously. There's water, juice, whatever you want. No big deal."

Chloe picked up the glass.

"It's your birthday," she said, and her voice was steady even if her hand wasn't entirely.

They clinked glasses. Chloe threw the shot back in one motion — the practiced tilt of someone who'd done this at least a few times before, though the face she made afterward suggested tequila specifically was not her usual territory. Her eyes watered. Her nose scrunched. Her freckles stood out against the flush that climbed her cheeks.

"That's awful," she said, and everyone laughed, and the sound broke something open in the room — some remaining wall of formality that had been keeping the evening polite instead of comfortable.

I hadn't taken a shot. I was holding mine, looking at the amber liquid, thinking about Deborah Hensley and her megaphone and her army of concerned women who believed I was a predator. Thinking about what they'd say if they could see this. A forty-five-year-old man serving tequila to an eighteen-year-old girl in his living room on a Saturday night. The image they'd construct. The story they'd tell.

I drank the shot. It burned going down. I set the glass on the table and pushed the thought out of my head.

The second knock came at 9:22. Twenty-two minutes late.

I opened the door and Nina Fischer stood on my porch wearing a dress that looked like it had been selected by committee — a committee of algorithms and engagement metrics and whatever trending style had topped her feed that afternoon. It was short, fitted, and the exact shade of pink that photographed well in warm lighting. Her makeup was precise to the point of architecture. Her hair, currently a dark auburn that was new since I'd last seen her, fell in waves that had clearly been achieved through extensive iron work.

Her phone was in her right hand. She was mid-text when I opened the door.

"Cole!" She looked up, beamed, and threw her free arm around me in a hug I hadn't anticipated and didn't reciprocate. She smelled like perfume — something expensive and strong enough that it would linger in the entryway for the next hour. "Thank you so much for having me. Your house is adorable.”

She was past me before I'd finished processing the hug, her heels clicking on the hardwood, her eyes scanning the room with the specific attention of someone cataloging camera angles and natural light sources. She found Savannah on the couch and the performance intensified.

"Happy birthday! You look amazing. That necklace is gorgeous. Wait, turn this way — the lighting on you right now is insane."

The phone came up.

It happened so fast and so naturally that it was clearly muscle memory — the fluid motion of someone who documented everything, always, automatically, the way other people blinked. Nina had the camera open and aimed at the living room before anyone had time to react. The lens swept across Savannah on the couch, past Maya in the corner, caught Chloe reaching for a glass of water, and

"Nina." Savannah's voice changed. Not loud, not angry, but the playfulness dropped away and something harder took its place. "Phone down."

Nina's thumb hovered over the screen. "I was just —"

"No recording. Not here. Not tonight." Savannah was still on the couch but she'd straightened up, her body language shifting from birthday-girl-casual to something that recalled the track — focused, competitive, not interested in negotiation. "This is Cole's home. You don't film in someone's home without asking."

"I wasn't going to post it. I was just getting some —"

"Phone. Down."

Nina lowered the phone. The smile stayed on her face but the quality of it changed — the same surface shape with different architecture underneath. She slid the phone into the small clutch she'd brought, though the gesture had the reluctance of a soldier surrendering a weapon.

"Sorry," she said. "My bad. Force of habit."

The apology had the weight of tissue paper. She didn't mean it and everyone in the room knew she didn't mean it and she probably knew we knew, and the whole exchange just hung there for a moment, generating the kind of tension that made me want to pour another shot.

Amy poured Nina's drink instead. She handed it over without commentary, and Nina accepted it with renewed brightness, the awkwardness apparently already processed and discarded in whatever rapid-cycle emotional system she operated on.

"So what are we doing tonight?" Nina asked, settling onto the armchair with her legs crossed, the dress riding up to a length that I carefully did not look at. "Please tell me it's something fun."

The silence that followed her question had an expectant quality.

Maya spoke from her corner of the couch.

“It’s a birthday party,” she said. “So why don’t we start with a drinking game? Never have I ever?”

Her voice was quiet and even. She could have been suggesting we order pizza for all the emotion it carried. But her dark eyes moved across the room — Nina, Chloe, Amy, Savannah, me — and I caught something deliberate in the sweep. Maya didn't make random suggestions. Maya didn't do anything randomly.

"Oh, I love that game," Nina said immediately.

"I'm in," Savannah said.

Amy shrugged her agreement. Chloe said nothing but didn't object, which in Chloe language was the same as enthusiastic consent.

I refilled everyone's drinks. Tequila for Savannah and Nina. Wine for Amy. Wine for Maya. I poured Chloe a smaller measure of tequila this time, mixed with lime and soda to cut it, which she accepted with a grateful look. I poured myself bourbon and sat in the chair across from the couch, angling my body to face the group.

"Rules," Maya said. She held her glass of red wine in both hands, her dark hair falling forward, her posture curled and comfortable. "Someone says 'never have I ever' followed by something they haven't done. If you have done it, you drink. Simple."

"Birthday girl goes first," Amy said.

Savannah grinned. She tucked her feet under her on the couch, her shot glass refilled and ready, and thought for about two seconds.

"Never have I ever," she said, "been late to work."

Her eyes went straight to Nina.

Nina laughed — genuine, unbothered — and drank. "Guilty. Multiple times. I'm not even going to lie."

Nobody else drank. The tension from the phone incident dissipated by a few degrees.

Amy went next. "Never have I ever posted a selfie on the job."

Nina drank again, still laughing. "You guys are targeting me."

"Never have I ever," Maya said, and her voice dropped a register, "had a crush on a coworker."

The room went quiet.

Savannah drank. Obviously — she was dating her boss. Amy drank. Maya drank. Nina drank with a shrug and a grin that suggested the coworker in question might have been in this room but she wasn't going to clarify.

Chloe's hand moved toward her glass. Stopped. Moved again. She picked up the drink and took a sip that was barely a sip — more a touching of liquid to lips — but it counted. Her face went pink. Not the full-body crimson of the megaphone incident, but a steady warmth across her cheeks that she tried to hide by taking a longer sip.

I didn't drink. I was the only one who didn't drink, which was technically true — I didn't have crushes on coworkers because I was the employer, not the coworker — but the distinction felt paper-thin and everyone noticed the absence of movement from my glass.

"Moving on," I said.

Nina went next. "Never have I ever skinny-dipped."

Savannah drank. Maya drank. I drank. Amy hesitated, then drank, which surprised Nina enough that she actually put her phone — which had somehow migrated from her clutch back into her hand — down on the armrest.

"Amy!" Nina said, delighted. "Where?"

"None of your business." Amy's tone closed the subject like a door. She was smiling, though. Barely.

The rounds continued. The drinks went down. The questions escalated gradually, the way they always do in this game — starting in the shallow end and wading deeper as the alcohol dissolved the barriers that kept people polite.

Never have I ever been handcuffed.

Never have I ever sent a nude photo.

Never have I ever had a one-night stand.

The pattern was becoming visible. Chloe's glass hadn't moved for the last three rounds. She sat on the couch between Maya and Savannah, her knees drawn up, her red hair curtaining the side of her face, and each time a question landed in sexual territory, her hands tightened on her glass and she waited for it to pass.

Then Savannah, who had consumed enough tequila to power a small engine and whose filter had been deteriorating proportionally, said the thing.

"Never have I ever had sex."

“You’re supposed to say things that you have never done,” I chided her.

“I’m a virgin, Cole.” Savannah deadpanned. “Why, do you know anyone I’ve had sex with?”

Nina laughed audibly, Amy and Maya just shook their heads.

“Ok fine, I’ll drink for my own question,” Savannah conceded.

Five glasses went up and came back down.

Chloe's glass stayed on her knee.

The silence lasted maybe three seconds. It felt much longer. I watched Chloe's face in my peripheral vision — the way her jaw tightened, the way her eyes went very still, the way the flush started not at her cheeks this time but at her neck, climbing upward in a wave that she couldn't control and couldn't hide.

"I haven't," she said. Quiet. Directed at no one and everyone. "So."

She lifted her glass to her lips and took a sip anyway, even though the rules said she shouldn't, because apparently sitting still while everyone else drank was worse than drinking out of turn. The sip was large. She set the glass down harder than necessary and it clinked against the edge of the coffee table.

The blush had reached her hairline. Her freckles had vanished into it. She was staring at a spot on the coffee table with an intensity that suggested she was trying to bore a hole through it with her eyes.

"Nothing wrong with that," Maya said. Her voice was the same as always — low, unhurried, carrying no judgment and no surprise. She said it the way she'd say the sky is blue or coffee is hot, a simple statement of observable fact that required no commentary.

"Obviously," Savannah added, and her hand moved to Chloe's knee, a quick squeeze. "I wish I'd waited longer, honestly. My first time was awful."

"Mine was in a car," Nina offered. "A really bad car. Like, a two-door situation. I don't recommend it."

The tension cracked. Chloe's mouth twitched — not quite a smile but the ghost of one, and her eyes lifted from the coffee table to somewhere around knee height, which was progress.
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Amy set her glass on the coffee table with a sound like a period at the end of a sentence.

"Okay," she said. "New game."

She was already off the couch and moving toward the bookshelf before anyone could respond.

When she came back, Cards Against Humanity landed on the coffee table. Amy split the shrink wrap with her thumbnail and started sorting cards.

"Oh, I love this game," Nina said, leaning forward, the Never Have I Ever conversation already forgotten. For Nina, social situations were a series of content opportunities, each one replaceable by the next. She had the emotional permanence of a goldfish and the attention span to match.

Amy dealt.

The game was exactly what we needed. Cards Against Humanity doesn't require vulnerability or confession or the careful navigation of other people's boundaries. It requires you to be terrible, and being terrible in a structured format turned out to be the thing that finally dissolved the remaining tension in the room.

Savannah played the way she did everything — loud, competitive, and without shame. She slapped her cards down like she was spiking a volleyball, and her combinations were consistently, aggressively filthy. She won three rounds in the first ten minutes, each victory celebrated with a raised glass and a grin that dared anyone to challenge her.

Nina was performative about it. She'd read her winning card aloud in a dramatic voice, pause for effect, and then look around the room to gauge reactions. She laughed too hard at her own combinations. But she was engaged — actually present in the room instead of existing in the half-world of her phone screen — and I found myself almost not minding her.

Maya's cards were the ones that caught people off guard. She'd place them face-down without comment, and when the judge flipped them over, the room would go quiet before the laughter hit. Her humor was dark in a way that made you wonder what she was thinking about during the long silences between her turns. She won a round with a combination so bleak that Savannah actually set down her drink and stared at her.

"Maya. What the fuck."

Maya shrugged. One shoulder. That shrug.

But the real surprise was Chloe.

She'd been quiet for the first few rounds, playing safe cards, the humor equivalent of staying close to the wall at a dance. Then, around the fourth round, something shifted. The alcohol had settled into her system.

She played a card that made Amy snort wine through her nose.

Amy grabbed a napkin, her face red, her eyes watering, and Chloe sat there with her hands in her lap and that dry, barely-there smile.

We played for maybe forty-five minutes. The drinks kept flowing. Savannah was solidly drunk now — not falling-over drunk, but the kind where her voice got louder and her gestures got bigger and her competitive streak became less about winning and more about entertainment. She'd started narrating everyone's card plays like a sports announcer, which was funny the first three times and slightly exhausting by the seventh.

During a lull between rounds — Savannah reorganizing her hand, Amy refilling glasses — Nina stood up.

"Bathroom?" she asked.

I pointed down the hall. "Second door on the left."

She grabbed a bag from near the front door. I'd noticed it when she arrived — a small tote she'd set down beside her shoes, separate from the clutch — but hadn't thought anything of it. People bring bags to things. It wasn't worth cataloging.

She disappeared down the hall. The bathroom door closed.

Savannah caught my eye. Then Amy's. The look between the three of us was brief and practiced — the silent shorthand that develops between people who've shared enough conversations to communicate without words.

She tilted her head toward the kitchen before getting up.

I followed. Amy followed. We gathered around the island, close enough to speak quietly, far enough from the living room that the conversation wouldn't carry.

"We should wrap this up," Savannah said. Her voice was lower than it had been all night — more controlled, the tequila notwithstanding. She could still be strategic when she needed to be. "I'm tired. It's my birthday. I want my house back."

"Agreed," Amy said. "Nina's been—" She paused, selecting the right word. "Manageable. But I don't want to push our luck."

"She's been fine," I said. "But yeah. Let's wind it down."

"What about Chloe?" Amy's voice dropped further. "She's had a lot to drink for someone her size."

"I'll call her an Uber. Get her back to campus."

Amy nodded. "Good. Make sure you have her text when she's inside her dorm."

"I will."

Savannah leaned against the counter and rubbed her eyes. The birthday energy was winding down — I could see it in the way she held herself, the slight sag in her shoulders, the mascara that had smudged under her left eye. She looked young. She looked tired. She looked like someone who'd had a very long, very full day and was ready for it to end.

"Let's go tell them," she said.

We walked back into the living room.

Maya was still on the couch, her legs folded beneath her, angled toward Chloe. They were talking quietly — Maya's low voice carrying just enough to catch the cadence but not the words. Chloe was sitting cross-legged now, facing Maya, her hands wrapped around a glass of water she'd switched to at some point.

I opened my mouth to say something about calling it a night.

The bathroom door opened.

Nina stepped into the hallway.

In a whipped cream bikini. And nothing else.

The world went slow motion for just a moment. Then the details arrived, one at a time, each one landing like a separate problem that my brain had to process individually because processing them all at once would have caused a system failure.

Whipped cream covered her breasts. Thick, white, applied with the kind of deliberate artistry that suggested she'd practiced this. More whipped cream across her hips and between her legs, forming a crude approximation of underwear. Her stomach was bare. Her legs were bare. Her shoulders and face and everything else was just skin — tanned, maintained, exposed.

Her phone was in her right hand. Held out in front of her.

She was filming.

She walked down the hallway toward the living room with the measured, confident stride of someone who'd choreographed this moment. Her heels — she'd kept her heels on, because of course she had — clicked against the hardwood with each step. Her eyes found me over the top of her phone screen, and her lips curved into a smile that she probably thought was seductive but that landed somewhere between rehearsed and deranged.

"Hey, Cole," she said. Her voice was pitched low, deliberately breathy. "I heard you like whipped cream."

Nobody moved. The room had gone completely, vacuum-sealed silent. Even the ocean outside seemed to pause.

"I've been wanting to do this since I saw Savannah's video," Nina continued, still walking, still filming, the phone steady in her hand. "The Whipped Cream Bikini Challenge. Except mine is live. For all my followers."

She was live-streaming. The realization hit me like cold water. She wasn't just recording for later — she was broadcasting this, right now, to however many people followed her accounts. My living room. My face. My address, potentially, if any of her earlier content had given enough clues. All of it going out in real time.

She was maybe six feet from me when Amy and Maya moved.

They moved at the same time, from different directions, with a coordination that wasn't planned but felt inevitable. Amy came from my right — she stepped forward and planted herself between Nina and me, her body angled like a wall, her arms at her sides, her hands in fists she probably didn't realize she was making. Her jaw was set. Her eyes were fixed on Nina's phone.

Maya came from my left. She rose from the couch in one fluid motion and slid into the space beside Amy, her dark hair swinging, her body blocking the camera's line of sight to my face. She didn't say anything. She didn't have to. Her presence was a door closing.

Nina's stride faltered. The smile stayed but the confidence behind it wavered, like a signal losing reception. She looked from Amy to Maya and then tried to angle her phone around them, tilting to get a clear shot.

Savannah moved.

Not toward me. Not toward the phone. Toward Nina.

She crossed the living room in three steps and stopped directly in front of the naked, whipped-cream-covered woman with the phone, and the look on Savannah's face was something I'd never seen before. Not the bratty anger she used to pick fights. Not the competitive fire she brought to the track. This was deeper and less controlled.

"Put the phone down," Savannah said.

Her voice was quiet. That was the scary part. Savannah's volume was inversely proportional to how angry she actually was, and right now she was barely above a whisper.

"Savannah, relax." Nina lowered the phone slightly but didn't stop recording. "It's the challenge. Your challenge. You literally started this trend. I thought you'd think it was funny—"

"Do I look like I'm laughing?"

"I mean—" Nina glanced at the phone, then back at Savannah. The smile was still there but it had gone rigid, a mask that no longer matched the situation. "You share him with two other girls. I figured one more—"

"Don't."

"—wouldn't be a big deal. Like, you're obviously cool with—"

Savannah lunged.

It wasn't a controlled movement. It was reflex — her body launching forward, her hands reaching for the phone or for Nina's face or for both, her balance thrown off by the tequila and the rage and the fact that she was operating on pure emotion instead of the discipline that usually governed her. She got one hand on Nina's wrist before I caught her.

I grabbed Savannah from behind — both arms around her midsection, pulling her back, and she fought me. She actually fought me, her body thrashing, her feet sliding on the hardwood, her strength considerable because she was a trained athlete and adrenaline was doing the rest. I held her. My arms locked across her stomach. She stopped struggling after about three seconds but her body stayed rigid, every muscle taut, vibrating.

"You don't get to do this," Savannah said, and now her voice was loud. "You don't get to walk into our house and pull this shit on my birthday. We are not okay with sharing Cole with just any girl who decides she wants a piece of him. That's not how this works. That's not how a fucking harem works."

The word landed in the room with the weight of something that had been denied and deflected and joked about for weeks and was now being claimed, openly, in anger, as fact.

"You haven't earned this," Savannah continued, and I could feel her chest heaving against my arms, her voice cracking at the edges. "You don't care about Cole. You don't care about Latte Love. You don't care about any of us. You just want the internet points. You want the followers. You want to be part of the story because the story is trending and trending is all you fucking understand."

Nina's face had changed. The smile was gone. The performance was gone. What remained was something raw and uncertain — the expression of someone who'd miscalculated badly and was only now beginning to understand how badly.

She was still holding the phone. And I assumed, still streaming.

I released Savannah.

She didn't lunge again. Amy had moved to her side, one hand on Savannah's forearm, holding her without appearing to hold her. Savannah's breathing was ragged but slowing. Her eyes stayed on Nina.

I stepped forward. Past Amy. Past Maya. Into the space between Savannah and Nina, where the air smelled like whipped cream and perfume.

"Turn off the phone," I said.

My voice was the boardroom voice. The one I'd used on executives who'd made decisions that cost millions, on vendors who'd tried to bluff their way through failed deliverables, on anyone who'd ever sat across from me and assumed that my calm meant I was soft. It was low and flat and carried no emotion because emotion was a luxury I couldn't afford right now.

Nina's thumb moved. The screen went dark.

"Clean yourself up," I said. "Get dressed. Leave."

"Cole, I—"

"Don't come to work on Monday. Don't come to work ever. You're done at Latte Love."

Her mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. The whipped cream was already melting — I could see it softening, losing its structure, a thin white line running down her stomach toward her hip. She looked absurd. She looked young. She looked like someone who'd built her life around a screen and had forgotten that the people on the other side of it were real.

"You can't fire me for—"

"I just did." I held her gaze. "Bathroom. Get dressed. I'll walk you to your car."

Something in my voice — or maybe in my face, or maybe just in the totality of the room, the four people staring at her with varying degrees of anger and disgust and pity — broke through whatever remaining defense Nina had. Her shoulders dropped. Her chin dipped. She turned, whipped cream sliding, and walked back down the hallway. I averted my gaze to avoid staring at her naked ass as she went.

The bathroom door closed.

Amy exhaled. The sound was sharp and controlled, like a pressure valve releasing. Maya returned to the couch and sat down heavily, her dark eyes fixed on the hallway. Savannah hadn't moved. She stood in the middle of the living room with her arms wrapped around herself, her chest still rising and falling too fast, her mascara smudged worse than before.

I waited for Nina. She took seven minutes. When she emerged, she was dressed — the pink dress back on, the heels clicking, the bag over her shoulder. Her face had been wiped down but patches of whipped cream clung to her hairline and behind her left ear. She didn't make eye contact with anyone.

I walked her to the front door. Opened it. The night air came in — salt, eucalyptus, the sound of waves.

"Your account," I said. "Whatever you streamed tonight. Please delete the VOD.”

Nina stepped onto the porch. She turned back, and for a second I saw something underneath the influencer armor — something small and embarrassed and very, very young.

"I really did think it would be funny," she said. Her voice was different. Smaller. No performance in it.

"Goodnight, Nina."

She walked to her car. I watched her get in. The headlights came on, swept across the front of the house, and then she was gone — taillights disappearing down the road toward town.

I closed the door. Locked it. Stood in the entryway for a moment with my hand on the deadbolt and my forehead an inch from the wood.

When I turned back toward the living room, the first thing I saw was Chloe.

She was in the corner of the couch. Not the relaxed, cross-legged position she'd been in earlier — she'd drawn her knees up to her chest, her arms wrapped around her shins, her body compressed into the smallest shape it could achieve. Her red hair hung forward, partially hiding her face. Her eyes were wide above her knees, watching the room with the careful stillness of a small animal that had decided movement was more dangerous than staying put.

She looked scared.

Not embarrassed. Not uncomfortable. Scared. The look of someone who'd witnessed something volatile and wasn't sure if it was over.

I crossed the room slowly. Non-threatening pace. I crouched in front of the couch, bringing myself below her eye level, and spoke quietly.

"Chloe. I'm sorry. That wasn't — none of that should have happened.”

She looked at me. The fear was still there, but something else too — a watchfulness, an assessment, her brain working behind those green eyes to process what she'd seen and catalogue it alongside everything else she knew about me and the women in my life.

"Is she going to be okay?" Chloe asked. "Nina?"

The question surprised me. After everything — the stunt, the phone, the whipped cream, the screaming — Chloe's first thought was about whether Nina was going to be okay. That was who she was. That was the thing about her that made my chest tight in a way I wasn't going to examine right now.

"She'll be fine," I said. "She just needs to grow up."

Chloe nodded. A small, measured nod. Just one.

"Let me get you an Uber," I said. "Get you back to campus."

"Okay." She unfolded slowly, her legs extending, her feet finding the floor. She reached for the glass of water she'd been drinking and finished it in three swallows. "Thank you for having me tonight. Before all of — I had a really good time. The games were fun."

"I'm glad."

I pulled out my phone and ordered the car. Seven minutes away. Chloe stood and gathered her things — her jacket from the back of the chair, her small bag. Her movements were steady. Whatever fear she'd felt was being packed away with the practical efficiency that I'd started to recognize as her coping mechanism. Feel it, file it, function.

Amy appeared beside her and handed her a bottle of water for the road. "Text me when you're in your room," Amy said.

"I will."

Maya came over and, without a word, pulled Chloe into a hug. It was brief and firm, and when she released her, Chloe looked steadier — like the contact had transferred something solid.

Savannah was on the couch. She hadn't moved since I'd released her. She was sitting with her elbows on her knees, her head in her hands, the necklace hanging forward, the little gold charm swinging slightly.

"Happy birthday, Savannah," Chloe said from across the room, her voice gentle. "I hope the rest of your night is better."

Savannah looked up. Her eyes were glassy — from the tequila, from the anger, from the comedown that follows both. She managed a smile. It was tired and small and nothing like her usual performance.

"Thanks, Chloe. Thanks for coming."

The Uber arrived. I walked Chloe to the door — Amy came too, standing on the porch while Chloe got into the back seat. The car pulled away. The taillights shrank. The road went dark.

I went back inside. Amy closed the door behind us.

Savannah was where we'd left her. Head in her hands. The living room was still scattered with evidence of the party — glasses on the coffee table, the Cards Against Humanity cards spread across the surface, a napkin on the floor. The candle Maya had lit was burning low, the wick drowning in its own wax.

"She ruined my birthday," Savannah said. Her voice was muffled by her palms. "That stupid, selfish, brain-dead girl ruined my fucking birthday."

I sat on one side of her. Amy sat on the other. Maya settled on the floor in front of the couch, her back against Savannah's shins, her head tipped back.

"She didn't ruin it," I said. "The dinner was perfect. The presents were perfect. Everything before her was perfect."

"The last thing I'm going to remember about tonight is naked Nina covered in whipped cream standing in our living room."

"No it won't," Amy said. She put her hand on Savannah's back, between her shoulder blades, and rubbed in slow circles. "You'll remember the journal. And Maya's video. And your necklace."

Savannah's hand went to the charm at her throat. Her fingers closed around it. She held it there, pressing the gold into her skin, and some of the rigidity left her spine.

“I’m sorry. You guys were right. I shouldn’t have invited her.”

Maya reached up and took Savannah's other hand. Laced their fingers together. Said nothing. The silence did the work.

"Come on," I said. I stood and held out my hand. "Bed."

Savannah looked up at me. Her mascara was ruined. Her eyes were red. The flush from the tequila and the anger had settled into something more permanent — a rawness that made her look her age instead of the older, harder version she usually projected.

She took my hand.

"We'll make it better," Amy said, rising with us. Her voice was matter-of-fact, the way she stated everything, but her hand found the small of Savannah's back and stayed there.

Maya unfolded from the floor and fell into step behind us. Her hand found mine in the dim hallway, her fingers cool and steady.

The four of us walked to the bedroom. Behind us, the living room sat in the aftermath — glasses and cards and the faint smell of whipped cream that I'd be scrubbing off the hallway floor tomorrow.
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I woke up to a hand on my shoulder and the weight of three bodies in my bed.

The morning light was thin and gray through the curtains. Savannah was on my left, face-down, one arm hanging off the mattress, her blonde hair covering the pillow and half of her face and most of my shoulder. The necklace I'd given her was still on. The gold chain had twisted in her sleep and the little coffee cup charm rested against the side of her neck, caught in the tangle of her hair. She was naked, the sheet bunched around her calves, her back exposed.

Maya was curled against my right side, her dark hair across my chest, her knees drawn up, her body arranged in that efficient, compact shape she defaulted to in sleep. She had one hand flat on my stomach, her fingers spread, as if she'd fallen asleep mid-touch and her body had simply continued the gesture without her. Her breathing was slow and deep and completely unbothered.

Amy was the one touching my shoulder. She was already sitting up, the sheet pulled across her lap, her hair messed from sleep but her eyes alert. Her expression said she'd been awake for a while. Her expression also said she needed me to be awake now.

"Sunday," she said. Quiet enough not to wake the other two. One word. That was all it took.

Right. Our Sunday run to the downtown shop.

We’d decided to close the cafe shop on weekends for now. We just didn’t have enough employees.

I eased myself out from under the bodies. Savannah didn't react — she was in the deep, tequila-assisted sleep of someone whose body had shut down and would not be accepting calls until further notice. Maya shifted slightly when my weight left the mattress, her hand sliding across the empty sheet where my stomach had been, but she settled back without waking. Her fingers curled into the warm spot I'd left behind.

I showered fast. The bathroom still smelled faintly of whipped cream. I'd scrubbed the hallway floor before bed last night, on my hands and knees with a rag and hot water, but the bathroom had traces — a smear on the counter edge, a sticky spot near the baseboards. I cleaned those too while the water heated up. The domestic aftermath of Nina Fischer's career-ending performance.

I dressed in the bedroom, moving quietly. Jeans. A button-down, navy, sleeves already rolled. Boots. Amy was already in the kitchen when I came out, fully dressed in fitted jeans and a cream-colored sweater, her hair pulled back in her usual ponytail. She'd left a glass of water and two aspirin on the nightstand on Savannah's side. A second glass and two more aspirin on Maya's side.

"Ready?" she said.

"Yeah."

The coast road was empty at this hour on a Sunday. Amy sat in the passenger seat with her hands in her lap, looking out the window, not talking. We did this sometimes. Existed in silence together without the silence being a problem. With Savannah, silence was a countdown to whatever she'd say next. With Amy, silence was just silence. Comfortable. Clean.

The bell above the door chimed when we walked in. The shop was half-full — mostly locals, the Sunday morning regulars who came for the coffee and stayed for the pastries and the particular feeling of a place that knew their names and their orders. Margaret looked up when we entered and her face broke into a wide smile.

"There he is," she said. "The man of the hour."

"Please don't."

"I saw you on the news, you know. You handled it beautifully."

"I stood there while college students yelled at each other. That's not handling anything."

"You kept your shop open. You kept your people employed. That's handling it." She came around the counter and hugged me — brief, firm, the hug of a woman who'd raised children and grandchildren and didn't ask permission before showing affection. She smelled like flour and coffee. "We're proud of you."

Ingrid paused in between pulling espresso shots to peek over at us. “Campus location is all anyone talks about in here. Customers keep asking when you're going to open a third."

"Tell them never," I said.

"I tell them to mind their business. Same thing."

Amy had already moved behind the counter. Not to work — she was off today, technically — but to inspect. I watched her check the grinder calibration by feel, examine the drip tray, glance at the milk inventory in the mini-fridge under the counter.

"Everything looks good," she said, and Margaret and Ingrid nodded.

I ordered for us. Two cortados — Amy's preference, which I'd adopted. Ingrid went to work.The crema was thick and even. The milk was textured right. I took my first sip and felt the morning click into place.

Amy picked out pastries. Four croissants — plain for her and Maya, almond for me, chocolate for Savannah. She added two scones and a pain au chocolat that was probably for herself later, though she'd never admit to eating pastry twice in one morning.

Margaret boxed everything up and refused my offer to pay at my own coffee shop.

We ate our croissants in the car, parked in front of the shop, watching Cambria's main street wake up. A man walked a golden retriever past the bookstore. A woman in running clothes jogged by, her breath visible in the cool air. The fog was starting to lift, and the sunlight coming through had that thin, early quality that made everything look slightly overexposed.

Amy finished her croissant, wiped her fingers on a napkin, and pulled her phone from her pocket. She looked at it for a few seconds. Then she turned the screen toward me.

"I got this yesterday. Forgot to mention it with everything that happened."

I took the phone. An email. The subject line read: Latte Love Franchise Inquiry — Serious Interest. The sender was someone from a business development firm in Santa Barbara. The email was professional and thorough — they'd done their research, citing our social media presence, our press coverage, the campus location's opening numbers. They wanted to discuss franchise opportunities. Multiple locations. A regional expansion model.

I read it twice. Handed the phone back.

"Interesting," I said.

"It's more than interesting. It's legitimate. I looked up the firm — they've handled franchise rollouts for three other California coffee brands in the last five years."

I started the car. Pulled out of the parking space. But instead of turning right toward home, I turned left.

"Where are we going?" Amy asked.

"Beach."

I drove two blocks to a small lot above the beach. At this hour on a Sunday, it was empty — just us and the seagulls and the sound of the water. I parked facing the ocean, killed the engine, and sat back.

The waves were steady. Gray-green, the foam white against the dark sand. The boardwalk that ran along the bluffs was deserted. A pelican floated on the surface maybe fifty yards out, rising and falling with the swells, doing absolutely nothing.

"Why are we here?" Amy said. She wasn't suspicious — just curious. Amy always wanted to know the reason for things.

"Because Savannah drank her weight in tequila last night and Maya wasn't far behind. They're going to be unconscious until at least eleven. And I wanted some time with just you."

She looked at me. Her light blue eyes were clear and steady in the morning light, her expression doing that thing it did when she was deciding whether to accept something at face value or dig underneath it for the real answer. She must have decided the real answer was the one I'd given, because she didn't push.

She leaned over the center console and rested her head on my shoulder.

We sat like that for a while. The ocean did its thing. The pelican floated. The fog continued its slow retreat up the bluffs. I could feel Amy's breathing against my arm — steady, measured, like everything else about her.

"Tell me what you're thinking about the franchise email," she said.

"I'm thinking it's too soon."

"It's not too soon to think about it."

“Since the campus location opened, we've been protested, been on the news, fired an employee for a whipped cream stunt, and inspired a social media trend involving dairy products and nudity. That's not a foundation for franchise discussions."

"That's a foundation for massive brand awareness, which is exactly what franchise models depend on."

"Amy."

"I'm just presenting the other side."

I turned my head slightly. Her hair was against my jaw. It smelled like her shampoo — something clean, no particular scent, just the absence of anything artificial.

"I don't want to franchise," I said.

She pulled back enough to look at me. Not surprised — Amy rarely looked surprised — but attentive. Waiting for the reasoning.

"When I left Chicago, I left because I'd spent fifteen years building something I had no real connection to. I was a name on an org chart. I made decisions that affected hundreds of people, and I never saw any of them. Never made their coffee. Never watched them drink it. Never knew if the thing I'd built actually mattered to anyone or if it was just another machine that turned money into more money."

I paused. The pelican dove. Came up empty. Resumed floating.

"Latte Love isn't that. I know every person who works for me. I know what drinks we sell and how we make them and who orders what. I know the regulars. I know the music we play. I'm there, every day, and if something goes wrong, I see it and I fix it. If I franchise this, I lose that. Some guy in Santa Barbara puts my name on a building in Ventura and I've never met the staff and the coffee is average and the vibe is wrong and it doesn't matter because the numbers work. I didn't move to Cambria for numbers. This was supposed to be a cozy, calm way to get away from the stress of my previous life.”

Amy was quiet for a moment. Her hand found mine on the center console and her fingers laced through mine. Her grip was firm and dry and warm.

"So no franchise," she said.

"No franchise. If we expand again — and that's a big if — I want to be personally involved. I want to pick the location. I want to hire the staff. I want to be there when it opens and I want to keep being there after."

"That limits your growth."

"Good."

She squeezed my hand. "Okay." The word carried no argument, no disappointment. Just acceptance.

“And I want to thank you," I said. "For everything you've done with the business side. The schedules, the hiring, the operations, the downtown shop. All of it. I couldn't have done any of this without you."

"You could have. It would have been messier and less organized and your inventory management would be a disaster, but you could have."

"That's you accepting a compliment?"

"That's me being accurate." But her mouth had that small curve. The almost-smile.

She was quiet again. The waves filled the space between us. Then her hand shifted in mine — her grip loosening, her fingers moving, the hold becoming something less comfortable and more deliberate.

"Cole."

"Yeah?"

"I want more time like this."

I looked at her.

"With me," she clarified. "Just me. Not with the four of us. Not with the group. You and me."

I waited.

"Savannah lives with you. Practically, functionally, she lives in your house. She's there every night. She wakes up in your bed every morning. Maya and I — we come and go. We have our own places. We show up and we leave. And I'm not saying that's wrong. I'm not saying it needs to be equal down to the minute. But sometimes..." She stopped. Drew a breath. "Sometimes I feel like a guest."

The words landed quietly. Amy didn't do dramatic deliveries. She stated things as they were and let the facts carry the weight.

"Maya feels it too," she said. "She won't say it. She'll shrug and act like it doesn't matter. But I see it."

I turned in my seat to face her fully.

"I've been thinking about that," I said.

"You have?"

"I've been thinking about selling the bungalow."

Her eyebrows rose. A fraction of an inch, but for Amy, that was a dramatic reaction.

"It's too small," I said. "One bedroom. One bathroom. It was fine when it was just me, and it was fine when Savannah started staying over, but it's not built for this. For us. Whatever this is."

"It's a harem," Amy said. “It’s not a joke to call it that anymore. Savannah made it pretty clear to Nina last night.

I almost laughed. “Don’t remind me… but anyway, I’ve been looking at houses. Nothing serious yet — just browsing, getting a sense of what's available. Something with more space. Three or four bedrooms. A real kitchen. Somewhere that's ours. All four of us. Not my place that you visit. Our place that we live in."

Amy's expression shifted.

"I would like that," she said.

I leaned across the console and kissed her.

Her mouth was warm. She tasted like coffee and the croissant she'd eaten. She kissed me back with the same control she brought to everything, her hand coming up to the side of my face, her fingers resting along my jaw.

I pulled back. Her eyes were still closed for a half-second after mine opened. Then they opened, and she looked at me, and the corner of her mouth turned up.

"We should head back," I said.

"Probably."

I checked my mirrors. Put the car in reverse. Started backing out of the space.

Amy kissed me again.

She leaned across the console and caught my mouth while my head was turned, her hand on the back of my neck, pulling me toward her. It was firmer this time. Her lips parted and her tongue found mine, and the kiss went from a goodbye to something else entirely. I braked with one foot and kissed her back, my hand finding the back of her head, her ponytail between my fingers.

She broke the kiss. I finished backing out. Shifted into drive. Pulled out of the lot and onto the coast road.

Amy kissed me a third time. Brief this time — just her lips against my jaw, then my neck, just below my ear.

"Amy."

"Keep driving."

She unbuckled her seatbelt. The click was loud in the quiet car. She shifted in her seat, turning her body, and then she was leaning across the center console, her torso folding over it, her head descending toward my lap.

Her fingers found my belt. Worked it open with speed. The button of my jeans. The zipper. Her hand went inside my boxers and pulled me free.

I was half-hard from the kissing. Her fingers wrapped around the base and I felt myself thicken in her grip, the blood arriving fast, my body responding to the contact and to the particular thrill of what was happening — Amy Keswick, precise and controlled Amy, bent over the center console of my car on a Sunday morning while I drove down a public road.

Her mouth closed over the tip of my cock.
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The warmth of her mouth was a wet, slow-arriving thing, deliberate and thorough. She didn't rush. She took the head between her lips and held there for a moment — a pause that might have been teasing but was more likely tactical, her tongue finding the underside and pressing flat. With attention. With intent.

I kept my eyes on the road. The coast road stretched ahead in a long, gray ribbon, the fog thinning but not gone, the eucalyptus lining the right side like sentries in the mist. No other cars. The ocean was a smear of dark green to my left, visible between the gaps in the bluff. The speedometer read thirty-two. My hands were at ten and two.

Amy's head lowered another inch. Her mouth took more of me in — slow, controlled, the suction even and steady. Her right hand braced against my thigh, her fingers spread, and I could feel the particular strength in her grip. Not gentle. Not aggressive. Functional.

She established a rhythm. Slow at first — long, unhurried strokes, her lips tight around the shaft, her tongue working the underside on the upstroke. Each descent went a little deeper than the last, her mouth adjusting, accommodating, finding the angle that let her take more without gagging. She was methodical about it. She was Amy about it. I'd have smiled if the sensation hadn't been making it difficult to maintain basic motor functions.

The sounds of her licking and sucking became more audible as the road curved left. I followed it, one hand adjusting the wheel, the other finding the back of Amy's head without conscious decision. My fingers settled against her hair — the ponytail, tight and practical as always, the elastic band smooth under my thumb. I didn't push. I rested. She set the pace.

And then she changed it.

The shift was subtle at first. Her rhythm quickened by maybe ten percent — just enough to notice, not enough to qualify as urgent. Her suction increased. The sounds changed: wetter, less controlled.

Glurk. Glurk. Glurk.

Her left hand came up from somewhere — the console, her own lap, I didn't register where — and wrapped around the base of my cock, her fingers meeting her lips at the bottom of each stroke, adding pressure, adding heat, creating a seal that sent a current up my spine and made my right foot press harder on the gas.

Thirty-eight. I eased off the pedal.

Her head moved faster. The rhythm had graduated from deliberate to purposeful, each stroke arriving quicker than the last, her mouth working with the single-minded focus she brought to balancing the register at close. I could hear her breathing — through her nose, quick exhales that hit my lower stomach in warm pulses, punctuating the wet sounds of her mouth. My grip on the steering wheel tightened. The leather creaked under my fingers.

I passed the turn for the beach trail. The one-lane road that led to the overlook. The stand of Monterey pines that marked the halfway point between the parking lot and town. Familiar landmarks that I cataloged to try and keep my focus on the road.

Then Amy stopped.

She pulled off with a sound that was louder than I expected — wet and sudden, the seal breaking, cool air replacing the heat of her mouth. I felt myself twitch at the loss. She lifted her head maybe six inches, enough to look through the windshield from her awkward angle, and I saw her eyes scan the road ahead. Sharp. Alert. Calculating.

"We're getting close to home," she said. "Drive around the block," she said. "A few times."

I grabbed the back of her head, pushed her back down, and turned the wheel.

She took me deep on the first stroke. Deeper than before — I felt the back of her throat, the brief resistance, the heat and tightness of it. She gagged slightly and pulled back, then went again, and this time the resistance gave and she swallowed around me and the sensation was like someone had replaced my spine with live current. My hips lifted off the seat involuntarily. The car's speed wobbled. I forced my foot to stay steady.

I gripped her hair tighter. Amy's rhythm had abandoned anything resembling composure. Her head was moving fast. The sounds filling the car were obscene. Wet. Rhythmic. Loud enough that I could hear them over the engine and the road and the blood pounding in my ears. Her hand twisted at the base on every upstroke, adding a rotation that did something to the nerves there, something my brain couldn't categorize beyond a noise I made that I'd deny later.

I passed the same blue mailbox for the second time. The same wind-warped cypress at the corner. I started the circuit again.

Amy tried to come up for air. I didn’t let her, pushing her back down. She gasped, then gargled. Drool came out the sides of her mouth onto my pants. She was breathing in sharp bursts through her nose, each exhale hot against my skin, and the sounds — Jesus, the sounds. Slick and desperate and rhythmic, filling the closed car, mixing with the soft idle of the engine and the distant crash of waves and my own breathing.

GLURK!

GLURK!

GLURK!

I felt it building. My knuckles had gone white on the wheel. My jaw was clenched hard enough to ache.

"Amy." My voice came out half-wrecked. A warning.

She responded by going faster.

Her hand left my thigh and gripped my hip instead, pulling me toward her, and her mouth descended to a depth I hadn't felt before. Her body shook. She was gagging, choking herself like she didn’t need air anymore.

She needed my cum.

The road in front of me disappeared as the orgasm hit. My eyes closed — involuntary, total, the neurological equivalent of a circuit breaker tripping. Every muscle in my body locked. My foot pressed the gas, or maybe the brake, or maybe both — I couldn't tell, because my brain had left the building entirely, replaced by a white-hot pulse that started at the base of my cock and radiated outward through my hips, my stomach, my chest, the backs of my eyelids.

I heard the tires. A sound that cut through the pleasure like a knife — the sick scrape of rubber on gravel, the car's weight shifting, the steering wheel pulling left in my loosened grip. My eyes snapped open. The world rushed back. The car had drifted right, toward the shoulder, the passenger-side tires biting into the gravel strip at the road's edge. The cypress tree at the corner was closer than it should have been. I grabbed the wheel and corrected — too hard, the car swinging left, then right, the pendulum motion settling as I straightened out and hit the brake.

Amy held on through all of it. Her mouth stayed on me — sealed, unbroken, swallowing in long pulls as I emptied into her throat, her hand firm at the base, her body braced against the center console as the car lurched and steadied. She took everything. The full, shuddering, mind-blanking everything, her throat working with each pulse, her lips pressed tight, not a drop escaping.

The car stopped. I'd pulled to the shoulder — not gracefully, more like the car had simply arrived there, the front end angled slightly toward the bluff, the engine still running. My hands were on the wheel but they weren't doing anything. My foot was on the brake but the car was already still.

Amy pulled off. Slowly this time. She released me with a final, gentle suction that made my entire body shudder, and then she sat up, her weight shifting off the console, settling back into her seat. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand — one pass, thorough, the same motion she'd use to clean a steaming wand. She pushed the loose hair from her face and tucked the strands behind her ear.

I looked at her. She looked at me.

Her lips were swollen. Her face was covered in saliva and tears. Blonde strands were everywhere, plastered to her neck with sweat and effort. There was a streak of moisture on her chin that she'd missed, catching the light from the windshield. Her cheeks were flushed — not pink but red, the deep color of exertion, and her eyes were bright with something I recognized as adrenaline, or satisfaction, or the particular high that came from doing something extremely well under difficult conditions.

"You almost killed us," she said.

Her voice was hoarse.

I started laughing. I couldn't help it. The absurdity — the danger, the orgasm, the car swerving, the quiet Sunday street, the fact that Amy Keswick had just performed an act that would've gotten us arrested and was now critiquing my driving — it broke something in me and the laughter came out hard and real and I couldn't stop it.

Amy's composure held for about three seconds. Then it cracked, and she joined in.

We sat there in the pulled-over car on the shoulder of a quiet Cambria road and laughed until my ribs hurt.

"The car — the car went sideways," she managed, one hand covering her mouth, the other braced against the dashboard. "I felt it. I was down there thinking, 'he's about to wrap us around a tree and it'll be my fault and the coroner is going to have questions.'"

"The coroner would have had a field day,” I countered.

"'Cause of death: Road head.' It would have made the papers."

“Do you think Nina would take selfies with our caskets?”

That set her off again. She bent forward, laughing into her hands, her shoulders shaking. I wiped my eyes and checked the mirrors. No cars behind us. No cars ahead. No witnesses to the near-death experience we'd just survived. Sunday morning in Cambria — population low, traffic lower, the odds of being observed on this stretch of road approximately the same as winning the lottery.

"We should buy a lottery ticket," I said, for no reason.

"We should buy helmets." She straightened up, composing herself in stages. Hair fixed first — she pulled the elastic out, gathered everything back, retied the ponytail with quick, practiced fingers. Face wiped. Shirt smoothed. Seatbelt buckled with a click that sounded like a period at the end of a sentence. By the time she was finished, she looked like she'd been on a pleasant morning drive. The only evidence was the flush still lingering on her cheeks and the slight raspiness when she spoke.

I tucked myself back in. Zipped up. Buckled my own belt. Checked the mirrors again — habit more than necessity. The road was still empty. The fog had pulled back another hundred yards, and the sunlight coming through the windshield had that warm, buttery quality that meant the marine layer would burn off completely within the hour.

I pulled back onto the road.

The bungalow appeared through the trees. Quiet. The curtains still drawn in the bedroom. No signs of life from inside, which meant Savannah and Maya were still unconscious, which meant the aspirin and water Amy had left were still untouched on the nightstands, which meant we had a few more minutes of this. Just us.

I pulled into the driveway and killed the engine. The ocean was audible immediately — that constant, reliable push and pull that I'd stopped noticing weeks ago but that surfaced now in the new quiet of the car.

Amy sat for a moment, her hands in her lap, looking at the bungalow through the windshield. The small porch. The wooden steps. The surfboard that had been leaning against the railing since before I'd moved in and that I'd never had the heart to move because it made the place look lived-in.

"Thank you," she said. "For this morning."

"You're thanking me?"

"The beach. The conversation. The—" She gestured vaguely toward the road we'd just come from. "All of it. I needed this. Just us."

I reached over and took her hand. She let me hold it, her fingers curling around mine, her grip firm and dry and warm — the same grip from the beach parking lot, the same grip from the center console, the constant through every version of what we were.

"I've been thinking," I said. "About what you said at the beach. About needing more one-on-one time."

"And?"

"What if we made it a thing? A schedule. Not rigid — not Amy-rigid, before you get ideas — but something loose. Rotating. Each of you gets a day or an evening that's just yours. No sharing. No group. Just you and me, or Maya and me, or Savannah and me."

Amy looked at me. Her expression was the one she wore when evaluating a new system — not skeptical, not enthusiastic, just analytical. Running the variables. Checking for flaws.

"You want to schedule your romantic life," she said.

"I want to make sure everyone gets what they need. Including you."

"That's very organized of you."

"I learned from the best."

The corner of her mouth curved. That almost-smile.

"I would like that," she said.

She was quiet for a moment. Her thumb traced a circle on the back of my hand, a slow and absent motion, the kind of thing she probably didn't realize she was doing.

"Maya would like it too," she said. "She won't ask for it. She'll shrug and act like whatever you give her is enough. But she wants more time alone with you, too.”

“We’ll talk about it as a group and come up with a plan,” I said.

We got out of the car and I followed Amy up the steps. I followed her inside, carrying the morning with me — the beach, the conversation, the near-death experience, and the steady, reliable weight of Amy's trust, which she gave sparingly and which I intended to deserve.
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Latte Love Campus reopened Monday morning. Chloe worked the bar with her head down and her hands steady, pulling shots with a precision that made her look older than eighteen and more certain than she ever seemed when she had to speak to someone face-to-face. Her hair was pulled back in a tight bun, a few curling strands escaping at her temples, and her apron was already dusted with espresso grounds along the front pocket.

I handled the register. The morning rush had come and gone — not the avalanche of the first week, when the line had snaked out the door and the campus news outlets had shown up and every latte we pulled felt like a performance for an audience. This was something more sustainable. A steady stream of students, most of them regulars now, faces I was starting to recognize even if I couldn't match them all to names.

The schedule on the wall behind me had Nina's name crossed out in Amy's handwriting. One clean line through the ink, no explanation, no replacement penciled in yet. Amy had texted me last night with a revised coverage plan that redistributed everyone’s hours. It was going to be a rough few weeks until we could get some new hires trained, but I was determined to get through it.

I was also determined to do some damage control following Saturday’s disaster.

I waited for the last customer to leave with her drink. Then I poured two glasses of water, set one on the counter near Chloe's station, and leaned against the back wall.

"Got a minute?" I said.

Chloe looked up from wiping the group head. Her eyes — green, wide, permanently set to a frequency that expected bad news — found mine and held for about a second before darting to the water glass, then back to me.

"Sure," she said. The word came out at its usual reduced volume, and she set down the cleaning rag with a care that suggested she thought she might need to pick it back up quickly.

I crossed to the small space behind the bar where we stored the extra syrups. It wasn't private — anyone walking in would see us — but it was away from the counter, out of the direct sightline of the door, and it felt like enough of a step aside to mark the conversation as intentional.

"I want to apologize again," I said. "For Saturday night."

"You already apologized."

"I know. I'm doing it again because the first time was in the middle of the aftermath and I don't think I said it right." I took a breath. "What happened with Nina — the stunt, the filming, the fight — that wasn't what we invited you into. That's not what any of us wanted for the evening. You came over to celebrate Savannah's birthday and instead you got a front-row seat to something that should have been handled differently. By me. In my house."

Chloe listened. She went still. Her body settled into a kind of alert quietness, her hands folded in front of her apron, her freckles stark against the fairness of her skin, her eyes fixed on a point somewhere around my collarbone. Not avoiding my gaze — navigating around it. Finding a distance she could maintain.

"I also want to make sure," I continued, choosing the words with the same care I'd use to handle something fragile, "that you don't feel uncomfortable being here. Working here. Being around me. If anything about Saturday changed how you see this job, or made you feel unsafe, or gave you any reason to think this place is something it's not — I need to know. And I'll understand."

The last sentence cost me something. I wasn't sure what — maybe the acknowledgment that losing Chloe from the staff would matter to me in a way that went beyond scheduling, beyond the quality of her shots, beyond the fact that she was the best natural barista I'd ever employed.

Chloe was quiet for a count of five. Her fingers found the edge of her apron and folded it between her thumb and forefinger — a self-soothing gesture I'd seen her do before, the textile equivalent of fidgeting.

"I'm fine," she said. Then, as if recognizing that the words were too small for what I was asking: "I mean — I am. Fine. Actually fine, not just saying-it-to-avoid-a-conversation fine."

She took a breath. Her chin lifted a fraction. The eye contact arrived — direct, landing on mine like something she'd had to aim.

"I knew what I was getting into when I applied here, Cole."

She paused, and then met my gaze.

"Saturday was a lot," she said. "I'm not going to pretend it wasn't. When Nina came out of the bathroom, I was — yeah. That scared me. Not because of her, really, but because everything got loud very fast and I don't do well with loud."

Her mouth curved. That dry, barely-there humor, surfacing like something that lived just beneath the waterline.

"But the rest of it was the best night I've had since I moved here. The card game. Talking with Maya. The—" She gestured vaguely, encompassing the evening, the drinks, the warmth of a room full of people who'd accepted her presence without requiring her to perform. "I don't have that yet. At school. My roommate's nice, but she thinks coffee is what comes out of the Keurig in our common room, and I haven't really—"

She stopped. The sentence dissolved. She looked at the syrup bottles on the shelf beside us as if they'd personally let her down.

"You haven't really made friends yet," I said.

"It's hard," she said, and the two words carried a weight that had nothing to do with the social mechanics of freshman year and everything to do with who Chloe Bennett was at a fundamental level — someone for whom connection required a kind of courage that most people never had to think about.

"It gets easier," I said. "Not quickly. Not all at once. But it does."

She nodded. That small, measured nod that was her default acknowledgment.

"Tell me about your parents' business," I said.

The shift in subject was a deliberate gift, and she recognized it as one. Her posture opened. She leaned against the counter, and we talked for a bit.

We were interrupted by the bell above the cafe door.

Savannah came in wearing black leggings and a cropped white tank top and a backpack slung over one shoulder, her blonde hair in a high ponytail, the necklace I'd given her visible above the neckline of the top. The gold charm caught the light from the bay window and flashed once, a small bright signal.

"Hey, Bossman," she said, and crossed to the counter and kissed me. Brief — her lips against mine for maybe two seconds, the taste of the protein bar she'd eaten on the walk over, the warmth of her mouth — and then she was turning to Chloe.

"Hey, Chloe!" The warmth in her voice was immediate. Whatever instinct Savannah had for people — and it was considerable, sharper than she let on — it had identified Chloe as someone worth being genuine with. "How's the morning been?"

"Good," Chloe said. "Busy but good. Your boyfriend makes a terrible barista, though."

The words came out before she could stop them. I saw the horror arrive on her face approximately one second after the sentence left her mouth — her eyes widening, her freckles disappearing into the blush, her hand coming up as if she could physically catch the words and stuff them back in.

"I didn't — I mean, he's not terrible, I just meant—"

Savannah was already laughing. Not politely, not socially — the real laugh, the one that bent her forward and made her grab the counter for support. "Oh my God. Chloe. Please roast him more. I need this energy in my life."

"She's not wrong," I said. "I'm adequate at best."

"You're adequate at most things," Savannah said, and the look she gave me over her shoulder was pure provocation, a reminder that she'd always rather start a fire than tend one. Then she turned back to Chloe and her expression shifted — something conspiratorial entering it, the look of a woman about to make a plan.

"What time are you off?"

"Noon," Chloe said. "When Maya gets here."

"Perfect. You're coming to lunch with me."

Chloe blinked. "I am?"

"Yes. There's a place on the edge of campus that does these insane açaí bowls and they have outdoor seating and I've been wanting to try it and I need company." Savannah hooked her arm through Chloe's — a gesture so natural and so unexpected that Chloe's body went rigid for a beat before softening, the way it had during the hug at Saturday's party. The same brief resistance followed by the same slow yield.

I opened my mouth to say something and Savannah pointed at me without looking.

"No boys allowed."

"I wasn't—"

"You were about to. I could hear you thinking." She turned to Chloe. "He does that. He thinks loud. You'll get used to it."

Chloe looked from Savannah to me and back. The blush was still there but it had transformed — no longer the crimson of embarrassment but something warmer, rosier, the color that comes from being wanted. From being chosen. Her mouth curved into that small, real smile.

"Okay," she said. "Lunch sounds nice."

Savannah released her arm and hoisted herself onto one of the bar stools on the customer side of the counter, settling in with the proprietary ease of someone who considered every surface in my vicinity to be hers by default. She pulled out her phone, started scrolling through something, and announced to no one in particular that her statistics professor was "a menace to humanity and should be studied by science."

The next two hours passed in the rhythm that I'd started to associate with good days at the shop. Customers arrived in small clusters. Chloe pulled shots. I worked the register and restocked pastries and pretended not to notice when Savannah stole a croissant from the display case without paying for it. The music played. The espresso machine hissed and steamed. The light through the bay window shifted from the thin gray of early morning to the warmer gold of approaching noon, laying itself across the counter in bright, slow-moving shapes.

At ten minutes to twelve, the door opened and the energy changed.

Maya entered wearing an oversized sweater that swallowed her frame and paint-stained jeans and her dark hair was loose, curling at the ends, looking like she'd toweled it dry and let the air handle the rest. Her eyes were still carrying sleep at their edges. She moved behind the counter with a nod to me and a quiet "hey" that was addressed to the room in general.

She stopped beside Chloe. Stood there for a moment, close but not touching, and something settled between them — that same pocket of stillness I'd noticed Saturday night, the quiet that Maya generated and that Chloe seemed to need.

"How was the morning?" Maya asked.

"Smooth," Chloe said. "The grinder's running a little hot on the second group head — I adjusted, but you might want to check it after the next pull."

Maya's dark eyes found Chloe's and held. The faintest curve at the corner of her mouth. "Noted."

Chloe untied her apron. She stood in the gap between behind-the-counter and in-front-of-it and looked at me.

"Thanks for this morning," she said. Quiet, but with enough behind it that the words meant more than the shift.

"Thanks for holding down the fort."

She nodded. That one small nod. Then she turned and walked toward where Savannah was already sliding off the bar stool, slinging her backpack over her shoulder, phone disappearing into her pocket with the reluctant finality of someone submitting to social obligation over digital impulse.

"Ready?" Savannah asked.

"Ready."

Savannah looked back at me from the doorway. The sunlight hit her from behind, outlining her in gold, the necklace bright at her throat, her ponytail catching the breeze from the open door.

"Don't burn the place down without us," she said.

"I'll try."

They left. The door swung shut. The bell chimed once, a single clean note that hung in the air and faded.

I stood behind the counter in the shop I'd built and watched through the bay window as Savannah and Chloe walked across the campus quad — the tall blonde and the small redhead, their strides mismatched, Savannah's long and loose and Chloe's quick and contained, their heads already tilted toward each other in conversation. Savannah's hand found Chloe's shoulder, rested there, and Chloe didn't stiffen. Didn't pull away. Just walked.

Maya appeared beside me. She'd been watching too, her dark eyes tracking the same scene through the same window. She didn't say anything. She leaned her shoulder against mine — a brief point of contact, warm through the fabric of her sweater — and then she moved to the espresso machine and started her shift.

The shop hummed. The coffee brewed. The day continued.

I wiped down the counter where Chloe had been working and found, in the drip tray, a perfectly aligned row of espresso pucks — each one knocked out with identical force, identical shape, a line of small dark discs as uniform as coins from a mint. The kind of detail that nobody would ever notice. The kind of detail that mattered anyway.

I left them there for a moment. Then I cleaned the tray and got back to work.
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Savannah was stretched across the cushions with her head in my lap, her phone held above her face, the screen casting blue-white light across her features and the gold charm at her throat. Her legs were bare — she'd changed into sleep shorts after her shower, and her hair was damp and loose, spreading across my thigh in dark blonde ropes that smelled like her conditioner.

Maya and Amy had left an hour ago to return to their respective places. Now it was just us, cuddling through another Monday night.

"This one," Savannah said, tilting the phone toward me. "Four bedrooms. Two and a half baths. Look at that kitchen."

I looked. The listing showed a Craftsman-style house set back from the road, somewhere on the north side of Cambria, the kind of place that had been built in the forties and renovated just enough to be livable without losing the bones. Wide porch. Original hardwood. A kitchen with butcher-block counters and a gas range and windows that faced the ocean.

"That's a lot of house," I said.

"That's the point. We need a lot of house." She scrolled through the photos with the focused attention she usually reserved for studying race footage. Her thumb moved with precision — not flicking, not skimming, but pausing on each image long enough to evaluate it. The living room. The master bedroom. A second bedroom that faced a small garden. A third that was smaller, tucked under the eaves, with a dormer window and built-in bookshelves.

"Maya would kill for that room," Savannah said, tapping the screen. "The light in there. With those bookshelves? She'd never leave."

"That's sort of the idea."

Savannah tipped her head back to look up at me. From this angle — upside down, her chin toward the ceiling, her eyes finding mine from below — she looked younger than twenty-two. The tequila from Saturday had left no trace. The anger from Nina's stunt had left no trace. She was just Savannah, warm and present, her body arranged on the couch with the boneless ease of someone who'd claimed the space and all the spaces around it.

"I love this idea," she said. "I want you to know that. The house. All of us. I love it."

"Good."

"Amy's going to want to see every inspection report and every square foot of the property survey and probably the soil composition of the yard."

"I'd expect nothing less."

"Maya's going to shrug and say wherever is fine and then quietly obsess over which room has the best natural light."

"Also expected."

Savannah set the phone on her stomach and looked at the ceiling. Her fingers found the charm at her throat and turned it between her thumb and forefinger — that gesture she'd adopted since Saturday, the automatic reach for the gold coffee cup, the tactile confirmation that it was still there.

"I'll talk to them," she said. "About the one-on-one thing, too."

I looked down at her. "What one-on-one thing?"

"Don't be coy. Amy told me what you talked about at the beach. The rotation. Each of us getting dedicated time with you, at least once a week." She said it plainly, without jealousy, without hesitation — the way she'd say she was scheduling an extra track session or rearranging her Tuesday commitments. "She's right, by the way. She usually is, which is annoying, but she's right. Maya needs it. I need it. Even if I have the home-court advantage."

She gestured at the bungalow around us. The couch, the kitchen, the bedroom at the end of the hall. Her territory.

"That's part of why the new house matters," I said. "Level the field."

"I know. I'm not threatened by it, Cole. I'm not going to be the girl who fights over calendar slots." She paused. "Besides. You know I’ll fuck you harder on my nights."

"It's not a competition."

"Everything's a competition. I'm an athlete. This is what we do."

I ran my fingers through her damp hair. She closed her eyes at the contact, a small sound escaping — not quite a sigh, not quite a hum, something between the two that lived in the register of comfort. The gold chain shifted against her neck. Outside, the waves continued their patient argument with the shore.

"So," Savannah said, her eyes still closed. "Lunch."

"How was it?"

"Good. Really good, actually." She opened her eyes. Her expression had shifted — still warm, but with something new underneath it. A brightness. The particular energy she carried when she'd discovered something and was deciding how much of it to share. "Chloe's funny, did you know that? Like, actually funny. Not in a trying-to-be-funny way. She just says things and they land and she doesn't even realize they're landing."

"I've noticed."

"We went to the açaí place. She ordered the smallest thing on the menu and then apologized to the waiter for taking too long to decide. It took her forty-five seconds. I timed it." Savannah's voice was fond.

"I smoothed things over about Saturday. Made sure she wasn't freaked out. She was surprisingly okay. Like, she processed it and moved on. I think she's tougher than she looks."

"She is."

"So we're eating, and we're talking, and she's loosening up — you know how she does, where she starts all small and folded in and then she opens a little at a time, like one of those paper flowers you put in water?"

"Yeah."

"And I asked her about boys."

My hand stopped moving through her hair. Just for a moment — a hitch, a half-second pause, before I resumed the motion. Savannah noticed. She always noticed. Her eyes found mine and stayed.

"Just casual," she continued. "Like, anyone on campus catch your eye, are you seeing anyone, that kind of thing. Normal girl talk. And she got this look — you know the look, where her face goes very still and she's deciding how much to say."

I knew the look. I'd been on the receiving end of it this morning.

"She told me more about her family," Savannah said. And not just the coffee background. She… talked about her family’s religion.”

“Religion?”

“Yeah, they're conservative. Really conservative. Church every Sunday, no exceptions. Her dad leads a Bible study group. Her mom leads the women's group. And when Chloe was — I think she said thirteen — they made her take a chastity pledge."

She let the words land. I looked down, and raised my eyebrows.

"Like, a formal thing," Savannah continued. "A ceremony at the church. She stood up in front of the congregation and pledged to save herself for marriage. Her dad gave her a ring. One of those purity rings. She wore it until she was sixteen and then stopped, and apparently that was the first real fight she ever had with her parents."

I was quiet. The bourbon in my glass had gone the color of the fading light — dark amber, almost copper, catching the last of the sun through the curtains.

"She said it's not what she wants," Savannah said. "The pledge. The waiting. That whole framework. She said it's what her parents wanted for her, and she loves them, and she respects where it comes from, but it's not hers. It never was."

Her eyes were on my face. Reading me.

"That's a lot to share over açaí bowls," I said.

"She wanted to share it. I could tell. She's been holding it, Cole. Like a breath she's been waiting to let out. She said she moved all the way to California because she wanted a fresh start, she doesn’t want to be the girl she was back home anymore.”

I took a drink of the bourbon. It was warm and smooth and didn't help at all with the particular tightness that had settled behind my sternum.

"Savannah."

"Yeah?"

"Leave her alone."

She propped herself up on one elbow, her head still in my lap but her body angling toward mine, her face tilted upward. "What do you mean?"

"You know what I mean. Stop—" I searched for the word. "Cultivating her. Stop befriending her with an agenda. She's eighteen. She's an employee. She's navigating enough without you digging into her romantic history and her family's religious dynamics over lunch."

"I wasn't digging. She volunteered it."

"Because you asked. Because you created the space for her to volunteer it. Because that's what you do — you open doors and then act surprised when people walk through them."

Savannah sat up fully now. Her damp hair fell forward over one shoulder. The charm swung at her throat. She tucked her legs beneath her and faced me on the couch, and the look she gave me was patient in a way that I found slightly infuriating, because patience from Savannah usually meant she was three steps ahead and waiting for me to catch up.

"Cole," she said. "Chloe is freaking adorable."

"I know she's adorable. That's not—"

"She's adorable. She's smart. She makes you better coffee than you can make yourself, which she literally said to your face today and it was the cutest thing I've ever witnessed. And she likes you. Not in a Nina way. Not in a 'let me cover myself in Cool Whip and livestream it' way. In a real way. A quiet, genuine, I-can't-stop-looking-at-him way that she's too shy to act on and too honest to completely hide."

"Savannah—"

"And you know it. I've watched you not look at her. I've watched you redirect your attention every time she holds your gaze for more than a second. You're careful with her.”

The bourbon was gone. I set the empty glass on the side table and stared at the dark window. The ocean was audible but invisible, a sound without a shape.

"I am not," I said, and I chose each word like I was placing stones, "going to allow an eighteen-year-old girl into this arrangement. That's a line. It's not a line I'm bending and it's not a line I'm crossing."

Savannah was quiet for a beat. Then she shifted, moving closer on the couch, her knee touching my thigh. When she spoke again, her voice had that quality it took on when she was being serious beneath the play — lower, steadier, stripped of the bratty performance she wore like a costume.

"She doesn't have to be one of your girlfriends, Cole."

I looked at her.

"I'm not proposing she move into the new house and join the rotation and pick out a bedroom. That's not what this is." Savannah's blue eyes were direct and clear, the playfulness held in check for the moment.

"I just think it would be really, really hot to watch you take that girl's virginity."

The sentence detonated quietly. No explosion — more like the deep, subterranean shift of tectonic plates, the kind of movement that changes the landscape without making a sound.

"She wants it," Savannah said. "She didn't say it in those words, but she didn't have to. The way she talked about the pledge, about wanting something different — she's ready, Cole. She just needs someone who'll be careful with her. Someone who'll make it matter." She paused. "Someone like you."

I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes. The darkness behind my eyelids was the color of bad decisions.

"Even if I were willing," I said, my voice muffled by my palms, "which I am not conceding — it's not just your call. Amy and Maya would have to be on board with something like that. All three of you. Unanimously. And I can't imagine either of them—"

"They already are."

I dropped my hands.

Savannah was sitting cross-legged on the couch, her expression carrying the careful neutrality of someone delivering news they'd been holding for a while — not casual, not uncertain, but composed. Prepared. She'd been waiting for this part of the conversation. She might have been waiting all day.

"What do you mean, they already are?"

"We have a group chat. The three of us. Just the girls." She said it like she was telling me about the weather. "We've been talking about it. Not tonight — it's been a thing for a few days. Since before the birthday party, actually. Before we found out she was a virgin. Amy brought it up first, if you can believe that."

I could not, in fact, believe that.

I pushed Savannah off me. Not roughly — I moved her legs from my lap, shifted her weight to the cushion, and stood. The couch creaked at the loss. Savannah landed in a sprawl of bare legs and damp hair and looked up at me with an expression that was half amused and half something else. Something watchful. Something that said she'd expected this exact reaction and had a response already loaded.

I walked to the kitchen. Opened the refrigerator. The cold air hit my face and I stood in it for a moment, trying to lower my pulse. I grabbed a beer. Popped the cap on the edge of the counter, a habit Amy hated because it dented the wood. Took a long drink. The beer was sharp and cold.

I stood at the kitchen counter with the bottle in my hand and my back to the living room and tried to organize the contents of my head into something coherent.

Chloe's green eyes, holding mine that morning, clear and direct and brave.

Her hand, hovering near the necklace charm, trembling but not touching.

Her freckles, dissolving into the blush that climbed her skin whenever I got too close, the physiological betrayal that she couldn't control and couldn't hide.

The way she'd called me a terrible barista and the horror that had followed and the laugh she'd earned from it — the real laugh, the one that broke through her walls and let something warm and sharp and entirely herself escape into the room.

Eighteen years old. A girl whose parents had made her stand up in a church and promise God she'd keep her body untouched until a man with a ring and a preacher earned the right to it. A girl who'd been brave enough to reject that promise and honest enough to admit what she wanted instead.

From the couch, Savannah's voice reached me across the small, quiet space of the bungalow. Calm. Certain.

"You haven't said no, Bossman.”

I drank the beer. I didn't turn around. The ocean kept going, out there in the dark, the waves arriving and leaving and arriving again, patient and relentless and utterly unconcerned with the decisions of the people who lived along its edge.

She was right.

I hadn't.
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I slept like shit on Monday night. Savannah had fallen asleep against my shoulder on the couch around midnight, her breathing going slow and even while I stared at the dark window, and I'd carried her to bed and lain beside her in the dark and listened to the ocean.

Amy was already at the campus shop when I arrived. The door was unlocked, the lights on, the espresso machine warming with its slow mechanical wheeze. She'd set up the back table as an interview station. Three folders, each one labeled in her handwriting, arranged in a neat row. A notepad. A pen. A glass of water. The scene looked like a deposition hearing, which, knowing Amy, was probably the intended energy.

"Morning," she said from behind the counter. She was calibrating the grinder, her fingers turning the adjustment ring in micro-increments, her head tilted at the angle that meant she was listening to the burrs. Not looking at me. Not needing to.

"Morning."

"You look tired."

"Didn't sleep well."

She glanced at me then. A quick, clinical sweep — the kind of assessment that took in everything from posture to skin tone to the particular quality of eye contact and synthesized it into a diagnosis that she'd file away without sharing unless asked. Her lips pressed together, a millimeter adjustment that might have been concern.

"Coffee?" she said.

"Please."

She pulled me a cortado without another word. Two shots, textured milk, the ratio exact. She set it on the counter between us, and the crema caught the overhead light in a way that was almost amber, almost gold, and I did not think about the color of anyone's hair.

"Three candidates," Amy said, tapping the folders. "All today. First one at two, last at four. Two are hospitality students from the college — decent résumés, limited café experience. The third worked at a shop in Morro Bay for two years before it closed."

"Morro Bay's good."

"Morro Bay's who I'd hire if it were my call. But it's your call."

"It's our call."

The correction landed and Amy accepted it with a nod — one of those efficient Amy nods that acknowledged a statement without conceding anything about her own position. She'd already decided on the Morro Bay candidate. The interviews were a formality. I respected the formality anyway, the same way I respected Amy's need to maintain the architecture of process even when the outcome was predetermined.

We opened. The first hour was mine and Amy’s. She worked the bar. I worked the register.

At eight-forty, the door opened and the air shifted.

Maya came in first — her usual entrance, which was less an entrance than a materialization. One moment the doorway was empty; the next she was standing inside it, her dark hair loose around her shoulders, her sweater — olive green today, oversized, the sleeves covering her hands — making her look like something that had wandered out of a painting and hadn't yet decided whether to wander back. She carried a canvas tote bag stained with what I was fairly certain was cadmium yellow, and she moved behind the counter with the fluid economy of someone who treated physical space as a suggestion rather than a constraint.

"Morning," she said to no one in particular.

Then Chloe.

She came through the door three steps behind Maya, and I knew immediately that something had changed when she looked right at me.

Not a glance. Not the quick-look-away. Not the navigating-around-eye-contact that had characterized every interaction we'd had for weeks. She looked at me the way you look at someone you've decided to trust — directly, with both eyes, with the steadiness of a person who has made a choice and intends to stand in it.

"Good morning, Cole."

Two words and my name. Clear. Audible. No trailing off, no apologetic preamble, no sentence that dissolved midway through. She said it and she held my gaze while she said it and then she moved behind the counter and started tying her apron.

"Morning, Chloe."

My voice came out level. Professional. The voice of an employer greeting an employee, carrying no more weight than the transaction required. I turned back to the register and adjusted the receipt paper that didn't need adjusting and felt the particular discomfort of a man who was being exactly the right amount of friendly and knew that the effort of calibration was itself a tell.

She set up her station. Checked the grinder — the same quick assessment she'd done yesterday, her fingers on the adjustment ring, her ear tilted toward the burrs in an unconscious mirror of Amy's posture from an hour earlier. She pulled a test shot, examined the crema, tasted it with a small spoon, adjusted by a hair.

A student ordered a vanilla latte. I punched it in. Chloe made it. The handoff was smooth — she set the cup on the pass, I called the name, the cup moved from counter to customer. Our fingers didn't touch. The distance between us was exactly what it should be. Professional. Appropriate. The distance of a man who was not thinking about what he was thinking about.

The morning continued. I handed Chloe a fresh stack of cup sleeves around ten. Our hands were close enough that I could see the faint dusting of espresso grounds on her fingers, the freckles that extended from her cheeks down her wrists. She took the sleeves and our eyes met and she smiled at me.

"Thanks," she said.

"Sure." I turned away. Busied myself with the register tape. Felt the back of my neck go warm and hated that it did.

The bell above the door announced Savannah at eleven-twelve.

She was wearing black leggings and a white tank top , this one cut slightly higher, exposing a strip of tanned stomach that I deliberately did not catalog. Her hair was in a high ponytail. The necklace was there, the gold charm glinting. She looked alert and focused and faintly dangerous, the way she always looked when she had a plan.

She kissed me at the counter. Brief, warm, her lips tasting like mint gum. Then she pulled back, her eyes finding mine, and something passed between us that was both an acknowledgment and a dare — last night's conversation, still unresolved, hovering in the air between our faces like smoke from a fire neither of us had agreed to put out.

"Hey," she said.

"Hey."

She turned to the bar. To Chloe, who was cleaning the group head, her movements precise, her bun slightly loosened from the morning's work.

"Chloe. Lunch. You in?"

Chloe looked up. The smile was there again — that real one, the one she'd found somewhere between Saturday and now and was apparently going to keep. "What are we having this time?”

"Walking tacos. Have you had them?" Savannah leaned against the counter with the casual ownership she brought to all surfaces. "There's a stand near the science building. They cut open a bag of Fritos, dump in taco meat and cheese and sour cream and salsa, and you eat it while you walk. It's the most beautiful invention of the human race and I will fight anyone who disagrees."

Chloe's nose scrunched. "That sounds terrible and amazing at the same time."

"That's the exact correct response. Noon?"

"I'm off at noon."

"Perfect. We'll walk the quad. Get some sun. Chat."

The word chat carried weight. Not enough for Chloe to detect — she was already nodding, already agreeing, her comfort with Savannah having crossed some threshold that made lunch invitations feel natural instead of alarming. But I heard it. The particular inflection Savannah gave the word. The slight emphasis, almost imperceptible, that turned a casual noun into a container for something larger.

I looked at Savannah.

She was already looking at me. Had been looking at me, probably, the entire time she'd been talking to Chloe. The way a card player watches the table while appearing to study their hand. Her blue eyes met mine and held, and the smile she gave me was not the bratty one, not the seductive one, not the playful one. It was the one she'd worn last night on the couch when she'd said you haven't said no, Cole. Patient. Certain. The smile of someone who had committed to a trajectory and intended to follow it, and who was offering me the chance to alter the course before it became irrevocable.

I didn't smile back. The look I gave her was sharp enough that she should have felt it — a warning, a question, an objection compressed into a single expression because I couldn't voice any of those things in front of the person they were about. My jaw tightened. My eyes narrowed by a fraction. The message was as clear as I could make it without words: don't.

Savannah's smile widened by exactly one degree. She held my gaze for another beat — one long, steady, maddening beat — and then she turned back to Chloe.

She stayed for twenty minutes. Sat on her stool. Scrolled her phone. Stole a pastry. Made conversation with Maya about something related to art supplies that I half-listened to while processing register transactions with the mechanical competence of a man whose higher brain functions were occupied elsewhere. At eleven-fifty, Chloe untied her apron, folded it with her usual origami precision, and gathered her things. At noon, the two of them left — Savannah's arm looping through Chloe's as they crossed the threshold, the bell chiming once, the door swinging shut.

Amy emerged from the back. She'd been in the storage room, reorganizing the interview materials, checking her notes. She refilled her water glass and glanced at the door.

"That's become a regular thing," she said. Neutral. Observational.

"Apparently."

She looked at me. That clinical sweep again — the one that missed nothing and revealed nothing. Then she returned to the back table with her folders and her pen, and the shop continued around us, and I made coffee and sold coffee and cleaned things that were already clean.

The hour that followed was the longest hour of any Tuesday I could remember. Maya and I worked the post-lunch lull — the slow stretch between noon and two when the shop emptied to a handful of lingerers and the espresso machine cooled and the music became the loudest thing in the room. I restocked. Wiped counters. Checked inventory. The tasks were rote and my hands performed them without input from my brain, which was running a parallel process that had nothing to do with milk orders or cup supplies.

I thought about Chloe standing in front of a congregation at thirteen. The formality of it. The public weight of a private promise, extracted from a child who didn't yet understand what she was promising or what it would cost to break it. I thought about the ring her father had given her — the purity ring, the symbol, the small metal circle that had sat on her finger for three years like a leash disguised as jewelry. I thought about the fight she'd had when she stopped wearing it. What that fight had looked like, sounded like, felt like. Whether it had been loud or quiet. Whether she'd cried.

I thought about Savannah saying she's ready and the absolute certainty in her voice, the confidence of someone who'd assessed a situation and arrived at a conclusion and saw no reason to second-guess it. Savannah's certainty was its own force of nature — it moved through rooms and decisions and relationships with the momentum of something that didn't know how to stop, and it was one of the things I loved about her and one of the things that terrified me.

I thought about what I was. Forty-five years old. Divorced. Her employer. A man whose life had already generated enough tabloid-ready complications to fuel Deborah Hensley's megaphone for a year. A man who had three women in his bed and was now being asked — by those three women, unanimously, with something approaching formal consent — to add a fourth. An eighteen-year-old. A virgin. A girl whose freckles dissolved when she blushed and whose hands trembled near things she wanted to touch and who made coffee with the reverent attention of someone performing a sacrament.

My phone buzzed at 1:07.

I felt it in my back pocket — the single vibration of a text, arriving with the physical impact of something much larger. I didn't reach for it immediately. I finished wiping the counter I was wiping. I set the rag in the sanitizer bucket. I dried my hands on the towel hanging from my apron. The delay was deliberate, a small assertion of control over a situation that felt increasingly beyond it.

I pulled the phone out.

The group chat. The one Savannah had told me about — except now I was in it. The thread that had previously been just the girls had been expanded, my name and Amy's and Maya's visible at the top of the screen. Savannah's message was the most recent. Before it were others — a short history of the conversation I hadn't been part of, the earlier messages between the three of them, now visible to me for the first time. I didn't scroll up. I read only what had arrived.

Savannah: So I talked to her. She freaked out at first. Like FREAKED out. Face went full tomato, couldn't speak for a solid minute, I thought she was going to bolt. But she didn't. She sat there and she processed it and then she got really quiet and really serious and she asked me three questions. She asked if all three of us were really truly okay with it. She asked if Cole actually wanted to. And she asked if it would change things at work. I told her yes, that's up to him, and not if we don't let it. And then she said — and I'm quoting — "I would love that. If he wants to. I would really love that." And then she cried a little. But she's fine. She's good. She's Chloe.

I read it once. I read it again. The words rearranged themselves on the screen the way words do when you stare at them long enough — losing meaning, becoming shapes, then snapping back into focus with more weight than before.

I would really love that.

Across the shop, Maya's phone buzzed. I heard it — the identical vibration, the same message arriving at a different destination. She was behind the bar, her back to me, and I watched her pull the phone from her pocket and read the screen with the unhurried attention she gave everything. Her shoulders didn't tense. Her posture didn't change. She read it the way she'd read a menu or a train schedule — with interest but without surprise, as if the information confirmed something she'd already known.

She put the phone away. Turned back to the espresso machine. Adjusted the steam wand.

Then she looked at me over her shoulder. Her dark eyes — brown so deep they looked black in certain light — found mine across the length of the counter, and the look she gave me was not a question and not a suggestion and not a push. It was presence. The acknowledgment that she'd received the same information and was standing in the same moment and would remain standing in it beside me for as long as the moment lasted.

She turned back to the machine. Said nothing. The steam wand hissed.

From the back table, I heard a chair shift. Amy. I couldn't see her from where I stood, but I heard the soft click of her phone being set face-down on the table, and then the scratch of her pen resuming its path across the notepad. She was taking notes for the two o'clock interview. She was handling it the way she handled everything: by continuing to function.

I put my phone in my back pocket. I didn't type a response. I didn't open the keyboard. I didn't even hover over the text field with the intention of responding and then think better of it. There was nothing to type because there was nothing I'd decided, and Cole Hartwell didn't send messages that hadn't been thought through, especially messages that would arrive simultaneously on three screens belonging to three women who were watching for his answer.

The shop continued. A student came in and ordered a cold brew. I made it. Another ordered an Americano with an extra shot. I made that too. The register beeped. The cash drawer opened and closed. The espresso machine did its work. The music played — something with a piano and a voice that sounded like it was singing from a room I couldn't find.

I stood behind the counter in the shop I'd built and I held the text in my pocket like a weight I hadn't agreed to carry but couldn't bring myself to set down, and I did not know what I was going to do.
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The lo mein was getting cold. I could tell by the way the noodles had started to clump in the container, the sauce thickening into something closer to paste than liquid, the steam long gone. Savannah sat at the other end of the couch with her legs tucked underneath her and a container of kung pao chicken balanced on her knee.

The TV was on. Something — a documentary about ocean currents that neither of us was watching, the narrator's voice providing a drone of polite authority that filled the space where conversation should have been. I'd picked it because it was the least charged option on the menu. No romance. No drama. No coming-of-age narratives about young women discovering themselves. Just water moving through water, which felt like the safest thing in the world.

The bungalow smelled like garlic and soy sauce and the sesame oil that had soaked through the paper bag the delivery guy had handed me an hour ago.

I hadn't responded to the group text. The message sat in my phone like something swallowed but not digested, its presence detectable in the weight it added to every silence and the particular way I kept not reaching for my pocket. Savannah hadn't mentioned it. She'd arrived at the bungalow after her afternoon classes, kissed me, showered, emerged in sleep shorts and one of my button-downs that she'd claimed weeks ago and that I would never see returned, and settled onto the couch with the Chinese food menu and the focused attention of someone selecting ammunition. She'd ordered for both of us. She'd eaten. She hadn't said a word about Chloe.

The avoidance was mutual and masterful. Two people sitting three feet apart, eating takeout, studiously not naming the thing that had colonized every cubic inch of air between them. Savannah's particular genius was making the avoidance look effortless — she talked about her afternoon lecture, about the track session she had tomorrow, about a girl in her statistics class who'd sneezed nine times in a row and disrupted the entire room. She told me that Maya had texted her a photo of a painting in progress — "something dark, lots of blue, very Maya" — and that Amy had sent a schedule revision for the rest of the week that included color-coded shift assignments, which Savannah found both impressive and clinically insane.

I contributed the appropriate noises. Nodded in the right places. Ate noodles that had gone from pleasantly warm to room temperature to something with the consistency of library paste.

I turned off the TV.

The silence that followed was different from the one the documentary had been masking. This one had edges. The ocean filled it partway, but the ocean couldn't reach the particular frequency of two people suddenly face-to-face with the thing they'd been circling.

Savannah's chopsticks paused midway to her mouth. A piece of chicken dangled. She looked at me with the steady, unsurprised expression of someone who'd been waiting for this exact moment and had probably calculated its arrival time to within fifteen minutes.

"What did you have in mind?" I said.

She set the container on the coffee table. Set the chopsticks across its top, parallel, with a precision that was unlike her. She turned on the couch to face me, drawing one leg up, her knee against the cushion, the stolen button-down falling open at the collar to reveal the chain and the small gold coffee cup resting against her sternum.

"Saturday night," she said. No preamble. No warm-up. She'd had the answer loaded since before I asked. "We invite her over. The usual Saturday thing — dinner, drinks, the four of us plus her. Make it feel normal. Safe. Not like a — not like a setup."

"It is a setup."

"It's an invitation. There's a difference." She pushed a strand of damp hair behind her ear. "Friday's no good. I've got the meet Saturday morning — cross country, the invitational. I need to be up at five, which means I need to be in bed by ten Friday night at the latest.”

“So, Saturday night," she repeated. "After the meet. I'll be tired but I'll be there. Amy and Maya are already on board — Amy said we’ll cook food, Maya said she'd handle the music. We make it an evening. We let it breathe. And when the time is right, if it feels right, you and Chloe—" She stopped. Found the word. "Go."

I leaned back into the couch. The cushion gave under me, shaped to the impression of countless evenings spent in this exact position, the topography of habit. I pressed my thumb and forefinger against the bridge of my nose and closed my eyes.

"Tell me about her reaction," I said. "Not the text version. The real one."

Savannah was quiet for a moment, before meeting my gaze.

"She turned bright red. Like, full-body red — it started at her ears and went down to her collarbones. She didn't speak for — I don't know, a solid minute? I thought I'd broken her. I thought she was going to get up and walk away and never talk to me again."

"But she didn't."

"She didn't. She sat there on that bench with her walking taco and her face the color of a fire engine and she breathed. You could see her doing it — counting breaths, the way you do when you're trying not to panic. And then she looked at me, and her eyes were wet, and she said, 'Are you serious?'"

The image arrived fully formed. Chloe on a campus bench, a ridiculous bag of Fritos in her lap, her freckles invisible beneath the blush, her green eyes glassy with something between terror and want.

"I told her we were serious," Savannah continued. "I told her it would be her choice, start to finish. I told her she could say no at any point — before, during, after. That nobody would be hurt, nobody would be angry. And I told her it was a one-time thing."

"A one-time thing."

"Yes." Savannah's gaze was level. "That's what she wants, Cole. She doesn't want a relationship. She doesn't want to join some — poly domestic arrangement with a man twice her age and three women she barely knows. She wants to have sex for the first time with someone who will be kind and careful and who knows what the fuck he's doing. Someone who won't fumble around for three minutes and finish in her hand and then roll over and check his phone."

The specificity of the image suggested it came from somewhere — Savannah's own experience, or Chloe's expressed fears, or both. Either way, it landed.

"She said — and this is her, not me — she said she's terrified of it being bad. Of her first time being something she has to recover from instead of something she gets to keep. She said she's seen what happens when girls at school hook up with guys their age. She's heard the stories. The rushing, the clumsiness, the way boys treat it like a box to check instead of a thing that matters." Savannah's voice had hardened at the edges, not with anger but with conviction. "She doesn't want that. She wants it to matter."

I opened my eyes. The living room materialized around me — the coffee table with its landscape of takeout containers and unopened fortune cookies, the lamp casting its warm circle, the curtains holding back the dark. Savannah was watching me with an intensity that belied her casual posture, her body turned toward me like a compass needle finding north.

"What if she catches feelings?" I said. "Real ones. The kind that don't respect boundaries."

"She already has feelings for you, Cole. That ship didn't just sail — it circumnavigated and came back. She looks at you like you invented espresso and she wants to write a thank-you note to God for putting you on the planet."

"That's different from what happens after—"

"I know what you're going to say." Savannah's hand found my knee. Her fingers were warm through the denim. "You're going to say that sex changes things. That intimacy creates attachment. That a girl like Chloe, with her background, with her — everything — is going to attach to whoever she gives herself to for the first time, and that person is going to become something larger in her mind than you intend to be."

"Yes. That's exactly what I'm going to say."

"And I'm telling you that Chloe understands that. She's not a child, Cole. She's young and she's shy and she blushes when you look at her, but she's thought about this. She's been thinking about it since before she knew you existed. The pledge, the ring, the church — she spent years in that system, and she examined it, and she rejected it, and she did that alone, at sixteen, against her entire family. That takes a kind of clarity that most adults never develop."

She paused.

"She's not auditioning to be girlfriend number four," Savannah said. "She knows what this is. A gift. One night. And then she goes back to being the best barista you've ever hired and the quietest person in the room, and she carries it with her the way you carry a good memory.”

The room was very quiet. The ocean was the only thing speaking, and it was saying what it always said — nothing, endlessly, with perfect conviction.

"Okay," I said.

"Okay," Savannah repeated. She said it softly, and the relief that passed through her face was brief but visible — the tension in her jaw releasing, her shoulders dropping a fraction. She'd been less certain of my answer than she'd let on. The realization made her more human and the situation more real.

She moved closer. The couch cushion dipped as she shifted her weight, closing the distance between us, her thigh pressing against mine, her body angling toward me with the gradual inevitability of something warm seeking more warmth. She tucked herself against my side, her head finding the space between my shoulder and my neck, her damp hair cool against my jaw.

Her mouth found my ear.

"Think about it," she whispered.

"I've been thinking about it."

"No." Her lips grazed the outer curve of my ear, her breath warm. "Think about how tight she must be."

"Savannah."

"Eighteen years old," she breathed. "Never been touched. Never had anyone's fingers inside her. Never felt a man—"

I shrugged her off. Not roughly — a roll of my shoulder, a deliberate separation, my body creating the distance that my discipline required. She slid sideways on the cushion, her hair swinging, her expression carrying no surprise and no offense. She looked like a cat that had been pushed off a lap and was already calculating its return trajectory.

"Don't," I said. "Not like that."

"Like what?"

"Like you're selling me something. She's a person, not a — not a fantasy you're narrating."

Savannah tilted her head. The gold charm shifted at her throat. Her blue eyes caught the lamplight, and what I saw in them was not the bratty provocation I expected but something more deliberate, more knowing — the look of a woman who understood the difference between what a man said and what a man's body was already saying for him.

Her hand landed on my thigh. High. Not on the knee this time — higher, the inside of my thigh, where the denim was warm from my body heat and where the proximity to what was happening further north was unmistakable. She didn't grab. She rested. The pressure was neutral. The placement was not.

"You're getting hard," she said.

"That's not the point."

"It's not the whole point. But it's a point." Her fingers moved — not much, an inch, inward, the heel of her palm now pressing against the ridge that had formed in the denim despite every objection I'd voiced. "You've been thinking about it, Cole. Not just the ethics. Not just the logistics. You've been thinking about her."

Her hand pressed. A slow, deliberate pressure, her palm sliding along the length of me through the fabric. My jaw clenched. The sensation was simple — friction, warmth, the elementary physics of contact — but what it carried was not simple. It carried Chloe's green eyes. The freckles dissolving into the blush. The red hair. The small, brave voice saying my name that morning for the first time without flinching.

"Think about her hands," Savannah murmured. She was close again — not against my side but beside me, leaning in, her mouth near my neck, her fingers working me through the jeans with a rhythm that was unhurried and devastating. "Those little hands that make your coffee every day. Think about where else they could be."

"Savannah—"

"She's probably never even touched a cock before. She'd be so careful. So nervous. Her fingers would shake." Savannah's voice had dropped to something barely above a whisper, intimate and obscene. "And you'd have to guide her. Show her how to hold it. How to move. She'd look up at you with those green eyes and she'd want so badly to do it right—"

My hand found the back of her head. I didn't pull her away. I held her there — my fingers in her damp hair, her mouth against my neck, her hand on my cock through the denim — and the gesture was neither encouragement nor resistance. It was the grip of a man holding onto something because the alternative was letting go of everything.

Her fingers found my belt. The metal clinked — a small, decisive sound, the sound of a buckle surrendering. She worked the leather through the loop, popped the button of my jeans, drew the zipper down with a slowness that was its own kind of cruelty. Her hand slipped inside. Through the opening of my boxers. Her fingers wrapped around me — warm, firm, the calluses from her training bars rough against the shaft in a way that made my breath catch.

"She's so small," Savannah said, stroking me slowly, her grip tight enough to mean it. "Five-two. You'd have to be so careful. You'd have to go slow. She'd feel every inch of you, Cole. Every single inch."

My head fell back against the couch. The ceiling fan turned its slow circuit above me, the blades cutting through the lamplight. The room had narrowed to Savannah's hand and Savannah's voice and the images she was painting on the inside of my skull.

Savannah pulled her hand free. I felt the absence — the cool air, the sudden nothing — and then she was moving, rising, swinging one tanned leg over my lap, her knees landing on either side of my thighs. She settled onto me, her weight pressing down, the heat of her through the thin fabric of her sleep shorts meeting the exposed length of me, and the contact was wet — she'd been wet already, the shorts darkened, the arousal hers as much as mine. She'd been turned on since she started talking. Maybe since before.

She braced her hands on my shoulders. Looked down at me. Her hair fell forward, curtaining us in dark blonde, and her face in the lamplight was flushed and focused and beautiful in the way that dangerous things are beautiful — the beauty of something that knows its power and has chosen to use it.

"Her first time," Savannah said. She rocked forward. The friction drew a sound from both of us — mine low and involuntary, hers a sharp breath, half gasp. "You're going to be her first. The first man inside that tight little body. She's going to remember you for the rest of her life, Cole."

She reached between us. Shifted the fabric of her shorts to the side — no underwear, because of course no underwear — and her hand found me again, angling, positioning, the head of my cock pressing against slick heat. She was swollen and ready and the wetness of her coated me before she'd even moved.

She sank down.

Slow. An inch, then a pause. Her eyes closed. Her lips parted. Another inch, her body opening around me, the heat of her so complete and so encompassing that the world outside the circle of her thighs ceased to be relevant. She took me all the way in one continuous, controlled descent, her hips meeting mine, her weight settling, and when she was fully seated she held there — motionless, her internal muscles gripping me in a slow squeeze that made my hands find her hips hard enough to mark.

"You're thinking about it," she breathed. Not a question. A fact. "You’re inside me and you're thinking about being inside her."

I pulled her hips forward. She gasped — the sound real, unperformed, her composure fracturing at the edges. She began to move. Rising and falling, her thighs flexing with the athletic power that defined her, the strength of a hurdler translated into a rhythm that was both precise and wild. The couch protested beneath us — springs creaking, the frame shifting on the hardwood, the takeout containers on the coffee table trembling with each impact.

"She'll be tighter," Savannah panted. Her ponytail had come loose, blonde hair everywhere, sticking to her neck and her cheeks and my hands. "Tighter than me. Tighter than Amy. Tighter than anyone you've ever had. You'll have to work to get inside her and she'll make this sound — this little sound — when you finally—"

I pulled her down hard. She cried out — sharp, genuine, the sound breaking from her chest — and I held her there, buried to the hilt, her muscles clenching around me in rapid, involuntary contractions. Her forehead dropped against mine. Our breathing tangled. I could feel her heartbeat through the place where we were joined, and mine through the same, and the two rhythms were offset, syncopated, finding and losing each other.

"Fuck," she whispered. "Fuck, Cole—"

She rode me. Harder now, faster, the restraint gone, her body chasing something with the single-minded ferocity she brought to the final stretch of a race. Her hips rolled in tight circles that shifted the angle on every rotation, finding the depth that made her eyes lose focus and her mouth go slack. My button-down — my stolen button-down — had fallen open completely, her breasts moving with each thrust, the gold chain and the little coffee cup charm swinging between them in a small, bright arc.

“Fuck me, fuck me, fuck me, fuck…” she panted. “Fuck her 18-year-old pussy, Daddy. Take her virginity. Fucking ruin her!”

I gripped her hips and matched her pace. Lifting to meet her descent, the impact traveling through both of us, the couch groaning its objection, the takeout forgotten, the fortune cookies rolling off the table and onto the floor with two soft thuds that neither of us acknowledged.

Savannah came first. I felt it before I saw it — the sudden tightening around me, the seize and release, her thighs locking against my hips, her spine arching, her head thrown back. The sound she made was low and broken and extended, rising from somewhere deep in her chest, and her body shuddered against mine in long, rolling waves that pulled me toward the edge and held me there.

"Come," she said, her voice wrecked, her hips still moving, still working me through her aftershocks. "Think about her and come."

I complied. I pulled Savannah down against me and buried myself as deep as her body allowed and the release was enormous, total, each pulse carrying away some piece of the resistance I'd been holding for days.

“Fuck, yes, yes, yes, yes, so warm, so good, yes, yes, yes,” Savannah moaned, her eyes closed as she bucked on my lap.

When it ended, the room was very still.

Savannah collapsed against my chest. Her breathing was ragged, her hair a disaster across my shoulder and neck, her body limp and heavy with satisfaction. The button-down was a wreck — one shoulder hanging off, the fabric dark with sweat. The gold charm pressed against my collarbone, still warm from her skin.

We stayed like that. The couch held us. The lamp burned. Outside, the ocean continued its patient, indifferent argument with the shore, the same argument it had been making for millennia, never winning, never losing, never stopping.

Savannah lifted her head. Her eyes found mine and held.

"Saturday," she said.

I looked at her.

"Saturday," I said.

She kissed me. Soft this time. No urgency, no strategy, just her lips against mine.

On the floor, between the coffee table legs, the fortune cookies lay where they'd fallen. Unbroken. Unread. Whatever futures they contained still sealed inside their shells.
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The table was set for five. I'd counted the places three times, because that fifth plate kept asserting itself in my mind. The bungalow smelled like garlic and butter.

From the kitchen, Savannah's voice was bright and commanding, Amy's measured and corrective, Maya's low murmur arriving at intervals that suggested she was participating on her own schedule.

I stood in the living room with a glass of bourbon I wasn't drinking and watched the evening settle over the bluffs through the front window. The sun had gone down an hour ago, leaving behind a sky the color of a bruise in its final stage of healing.

Savannah was managing three pans simultaneously — the chicken in one, sliced and searing, the Alfredo sauce in another, a wide pot of fettuccine rolling in water that she salted with confidence.

Amy had stationed herself at the counter with a cutting board and a knife and a head of romaine lettuce that she was dismantling with surgical precision. Each cut was identical. Each piece fell into the bowl at the same angle. She worked without speaking, her attention divided between the salad and whatever calculation she was running behind those steady blue eyes — probably the timing of the garlic bread, probably the temperature of the wine she'd brought, probably a contingency plan for every possible outcome of the next six hours, cross-referenced and filed.

Maya was handling the bread. She'd sliced a baguette lengthwise and was spreading garlic butter across its open face.

"The sauce needs another minute," Amy said, not looking up from the lettuce.

"The sauce needs thirty more seconds," Savannah corrected. "I can tell by the bubble pattern."

"The bubble pattern is not a reliable indicator of—"

"The bubble pattern is the only indicator I use and my Alfredo is perfect, so the bubble pattern can stay."

I took a drink of the bourbon. The liquid was warm and smoky and did not settle the particular frequency of anticipation that had been humming in my chest since three o'clock, when I'd driven home from the campus and started cleaning the bungalow with a thoroughness that would have impressed Amy.

At six fifty-eight, the knock came.

The kitchen went quiet. The three of them — Savannah at the stove, Amy at the counter, Maya at the bread — went still in a simultaneous pause that would have looked choreographed to anyone who didn't know them. A beat. Two. Then Savannah set down her wooden spoon and looked at me through the kitchen doorway, and the look on her face was stripped of play and stripped of strategy and carrying only the clear, steady thing that lived beneath everything else she was — the part of her that loved me and trusted me and had put this evening into motion because she believed, with the uncomplicated certainty of someone who'd never met a hurdle she couldn't clear, that it was right.

She nodded. A small nod. Go.

I set the bourbon on the side table. Crossed the living room.

I opened the door.

Chloe stood on the porch in the last of the dusk, her overnight bag — small, canvas, the kind of bag a college freshman packs for a single night away — hanging from one shoulder by a strap she was gripping with both hands. She wore jeans and a cream-colored sweater that was slightly too big for her, the cuffs covering her hands to the second knuckle, and her red hair was down — not in the work bun, not in the ponytail, but loose, falling past her shoulders in waves that the coastal humidity had tightened into something between curls and their memory. No makeup. Her freckles stood unmediated against the fairness of her skin, constellations across her nose and cheeks and the bridge between them, each one visible and specific, a cartography of the face she'd decided to bring as it was.

She looked at me.

"Hi," she said.

The word was soft. It traveled the three feet between us and arrived intact, no trailing off, no dissolution. A complete word. A complete greeting. Her green eyes held mine for a full second before they flickered — down to my chest, to the collar of my shirt, then back up. Finding and re-finding the courage to look at me directly.

"Hi, Chloe. Come in."

She stepped over the threshold. The overnight bag brushed the doorframe as she passed, a small sound — canvas against wood, the whisper of fabric carrying the weight of a toothbrush and a change of clothes and whatever else an eighteen-year-old packs when she's going to spend the night at her boss's house for a reason that has nothing to do with employment and everything to do with the quiet, honest wanting she'd spent years learning to name.

I closed the door behind her. The ocean sound diminished. The inside sounds — the kitchen, the music Maya had started playing at some point, something acoustic and warm — rose to fill the space.

Savannah materialized from the kitchen doorway. She was wiping her hands on a dish towel and her face wore a smile that was wide and genuine.

"Chloe!" She crossed the room and pulled her into a hug — the full Savannah hug, both arms, the kind that enclosed you completely. Chloe's body did the thing I'd seen it do before — the brief stiffening, the resistance of someone whose nervous system treated all unexpected contact as a threat assessment, followed by the slow, deliberate softening as the higher brain overrode the reflex and allowed the warmth in. Her chin found Savannah's shoulder. Her eyes closed for a moment. When Savannah released her, Chloe's expression had shifted — the anxiety still present but banked, embers instead of flame, something the company of another person had reduced to a manageable frequency.

"Something smells amazing," Chloe said.

"That's the chicken Alfredo you requested. I made it from scratch. Well, Amy and Maya helped with the heavy lifting.”

"The heavy lifting was boiling water," Amy said from the kitchen. She appeared in the doorway, towel over one shoulder, and gave Chloe a nod.

”Hey, Chloe. Glad you're here."

"Thanks, Amy." Chloe's voice had found something approaching its normal register — still quiet, still soft, but with the grounding that came from being among people she trusted. Her grip on the bag strap had loosened. Her shoulders had dropped half an inch.

Maya emerged last, from behind Amy, holding a wine glass with the casual disregard of someone who might set it down on any available surface and forget about it entirely.

"Hey," Maya said.

"Hey," Chloe said back.

I took Chloe's bag and put it down in the hallway to the bedroom.

"Wine's open," I said as I walked. "And there's water and sparkling if you'd rather."

“I’ll try some wine,” she said, cautiously. I moved to pour her glass.

Savannah declared dinner ready with the authority of someone announcing a verdict. The kitchen emptied — four women and one man filing into the small dining area of the bungalow, plates being carried, the salad bowl transferred, the garlic bread arranged on a cutting board that Maya placed in the center. The Alfredo arrived last — a wide, shallow bowl of fettuccine glistening in cream sauce, the chicken sliced thin across the top, flecks of parsley scattered with the imprecision that marked Savannah's cooking as enthusiastic rather than trained.

We sat. I took the head of the table — not by design but by default, the chair I always used, the position that felt natural even when the number of people around the table had changed. Savannah took my right. Amy, my left. Maya beside Savannah, across from Amy. Chloe sat at the far end.

We ate. The Alfredo was, against reasonable expectation, very good — the sauce rich without being heavy, the pasta cooked to the near side of al dente, the chicken seasoned with something that tasted like thyme and lemon and Savannah's absolute refusal to produce a mediocre result in any arena. I took a bite and raised my eyebrows at her, and she caught the expression and beamed — the real beam, the hundred-watt one, the smile that could power a small coastal town.

Chloe ate with the careful, measured pace of someone conscious of every movement her body made. Her fork turned in the pasta with precision. She brought each bite to her mouth and chewed and swallowed and did not spill a single drop of sauce on the cream sweater, which was either extraordinary discipline or divine intervention. After the third bite, something in her face changed — a softening around the eyes, the arrival of a pleasure she hadn't expected.

"This is really good," she said. Quiet, but with the conviction she reserved for genuine assessments. "The sauce. I can taste the Parmesan.”

Savannah looked up. “I hand-grated that Parmesan, Chloe. I have blisters."

"Show me."

Savannah held up her hand. A single, barely visible red mark on the pad of her index finger. Chloe examined it with the seriousness of a field medic and then looked up at Savannah with a straight face.

"You're very brave," she said.

Savannah blinked. Amy coughed into her wine glass. Maya's eyes went bright. And then Savannah laughed — the real one, the full one, the laugh that bent her forward and made the table shake and set the wine glasses trembling in their places.

"Oh my God," Savannah gasped. “Little Red has jokes. Cole, did you hear that? Your tiny quiet barista just roasted me."

"I heard."

"She roasted me harder than you roast the beans."

"That's debatable," I said, and Chloe's face went pink but her mouth twitched — that near-smile broadening into something wider, something that showed the edges of her teeth and crinkled the skin at the corners of her eyes and transformed her from someone bearing the evening's weight into someone momentarily, beautifully free of it.

The conversation found its shape.

I talked about the shop. The new hire — Maria, who'd start Monday and who Amy described as "competent with room for improvement," which was Amy's highest first-week praise. The maple pecan latte's unexpected success. The campus location's numbers, which had stabilized into something sustainable after the initial rush. Chloe listened to the shop talk with the particular alertness she brought to anything coffee-related, occasionally interjecting a thought about a menu adjustment or a preparation technique, her voice gaining its characteristic clarity and authority when the subject was within her domain.

"The water temperature on the second group head is running hot," she said, addressing Amy. "I adjusted Tuesday but it's drifting. Might need a tech."

"I noticed," Amy said. "Scheduled the call for Monday afternoon."

"Oh." Chloe blinked. "Good. I was going to — but you already —"

"I already." Amy's mouth did something that in brighter light, on a less composed face, might have been called a smile. "But the fact that you caught it first is noted."

The meal wound down the way good meals do — the bowls emptied, the bread reduced to crumbs, the salad picked over until only the pieces of romaine that no one wanted remained in the bottom of the bowl like survivors of a particularly delicious disaster. I'd had two glasses of the Pinot Noir and the warmth of it sat low in my chest, not enough to blur anything but enough to soften the edges of the anticipation that had been running through me like a current since I'd set that fifth plate on the table.

Amy stood first. She collected plates, stacking them along her forearm, three at a time. Maya rose to help, carrying the serving bowls to the kitchen.

Chloe reached for her plate. Savannah's hand landed on her wrist — light, stopping her without force.

"You're a guest tonight," Savannah said. "Sit."

"I can help—"

"You can sit." The words were warm but nonnegotiable. Savannah gathered the remaining dishes and joined Amy and Maya in the kitchen, leaving Chloe and me alone at the table for a span of time that lasted perhaps forty-five seconds and felt like standing on a cliff edge in a pleasant wind.

Chloe's hands were in her lap. She looked at the table — the empty spaces where plates had been, the crumbs, the napkins, the remnants of an evening that was still only in its first act. Then she looked at me. The green eyes found mine and stayed, and what I saw in them was not the fear I'd expected but something closer to readiness — the expression of a person who had walked to the edge of something and was looking down and finding, to her own surprise, that the height was not as terrible as she'd imagined.

"Dinner was really nice," she said. "Thank you. For — all of this."

Before I could respond — before I could find the words that matched the weight of what she'd said, because the right words existed somewhere but they weren't in the part of my vocabulary I could access under the pressure of her gaze and the evening's gravity — the kitchen noises resolved and the other three returned. Dishes done, or at least rinsed. Amy wiping her hands on a towel. Maya carrying the wine bottle and her glass. Savannah leading the way into the living room with the purposeful stride of someone transitioning from dinner host to something else entirely.

"Living room," Savannah said. Not a suggestion. A direction.
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Amy spoke first, her wine glass held loosely in one hand, her other resting on her knee.

"Chloe," she said. “We just want to have a little chat and put down some ground rules for this evening. And, we also want to make sure that you are absolutely sure that this is what you want.”

The room was very quiet.

Chloe didn't answer immediately. She did the thing she always did when processing something important — the stillness, the internal gathering, the brief withdrawal into whatever private space she retreated to when the world demanded more of her than casual response. Her hands were in her lap, fingers interlaced, the knuckles white for a moment before she consciously relaxed them. I watched her breathe. In through the nose, out through the mouth.

When she spoke, her voice was quiet but complete. No trailing off. No dissolved endings.

"I've thought about it all week," she said. "Every day. Sometimes every hour." A small, rueful sound — not quite a laugh, but its ghost. "I thought about it during my English lecture and missed an entire discussion about unreliable narrators, which is — that's pretty relevant, actually."

Savannah made a sound that was half snort, half affection. Amy's mouth did the thing where it didn't move but somehow communicated amusement anyway.

"This is what I want," Chloe said. She looked at Amy — directly, holding the gaze the way she'd learned to hold mine, with effort that was visible but successful. "I'm not confused. I'm not being pressured. I'm nervous, but that's different from not wanting it." She paused. "I know the difference. I've spent a long time learning it."

The sentence landed with the weight of the years it contained — the church, the pledge, the ring, the fight at sixteen. All the years of being told that fear and wisdom were the same thing, and the moment she'd understood they weren't. Amy received the words with a small nod. The nod that said data point accepted, filed, noted as sufficient.

Savannah shifted on the coffee table. She was sitting cross-legged now, her sundress pooling around her, the gold chain catching the lamplight every time she moved. She addressed Chloe with a voice that was warm and clear and stripped of its usual playful veneer — the voice she used when something mattered too much for performance.

"I need to make sure you understand what this is," Savannah said. "And more importantly, what it isn't." She glanced at me — brief, a flicker, making sure I was hearing this and registering that she was saying it. "Cole is going to be with you tonight. We're all going to help make this good for you — safe and good and something you get to keep. But this is a one-time thing, Chloe. One night. Cole already has three girlfriends." The word girlfriends arrived without apology, without irony, stated as fact because it was. "He doesn't want or need a fourth. That's not a rejection of you — it's the truth of how this works. How we work."

Chloe was nodding before Savannah finished. Small, rapid nods — the kind that meant she'd already arrived at this understanding on her own and was confirming rather than being informed.

"After tonight," Savannah continued, "you go back to being you. Freshman year. The shop. Your life. No strings. No obligations. No weirdness — or at least, no weirdness we can't handle." A trace of the usual Savannah crept in at the edges, a curl of warmth in the vowels. "You're free to go off and date whoever you want. Sleep with whoever you want. Enjoy being eighteen and brilliant and really annoyingly good at making coffee. This doesn't change any of that."

Chloe's hands had stilled in her lap. The blush was present — it was always present — but managed, held at the level of warm pink rather than the urgent crimson of uncontrolled response. She looked at Savannah with an expression that carried something I could only describe as gratitude cut with certainty.

"I understand," she said. "That's — yes. That's what I want too. Exactly that."

Maya set her wine glass on the end table beside the couch.

“So, some ground rules for the main event,” she said. "The three of us — Savannah, Amy, and me — would like to ask that you and Cole keep the kissing to a minimum."

Chloe blinked. A fractional motion of the eyelids that registered surprise, or confusion, or both.

"Not none," Maya clarified. Her dark eyes were steady, the brown so deep it absorbed the lamplight and returned nothing. "You're sharing something physical and significant and we're not asking you to make it clinical. But this is about sex, not romance.”

“And that distinction matters to us,” Amy interjected.

"Okay," Chloe said. Softly. The word carried no injury.

Savannah leaned forward.

"One more thing," she said. "And you can think about this — you don't have to answer right away." She paused. "Would you be okay with the three of us being there? In the room. While you and Cole are..." She gestured with her hand — a small, rolling motion that stood in for the words she'd decided not to say. "Or would you rather have privacy? Just you and him, door closed, nobody watching. Either answer is fine. There is no wrong answer."

Chloe's jaw shifted. I could see the muscles working — the clench and release of someone thinking hard, not about the question itself but about the version of herself that each answer would reveal. Privacy was safe. Privacy was what the girl who'd grown up in a conservative household, who'd worn a purity ring, who blushed when eye contact lasted more than a second, would be expected to choose. The other option — the one that involved three women watching while she gave her body to a man for the first time — was something else entirely. Something that required a different Chloe. Or perhaps the same Chloe, standing in a part of herself she'd only recently discovered existed.

The silence lasted five seconds. Maybe six. Then she spoke.

“I’d like you there,” she said. "All three of you."

Savannah's eyebrows rose — not in surprise, exactly, but in the pleased recalibration of someone who'd underestimated a variable. Amy's posture shifted in the armchair, a minute adjustment that was her equivalent of leaning in. Maya's dark eyes found Chloe's and held.

Then the blush came. The real one. The one that started at the ears and flooded downward, consuming freckles, turning her neck pink above the collar of the cream sweater. Chloe's gaze dropped to her hands, and when she spoke again her voice had lost its steadiness and found something else — something smaller, almost whispered, carried on a breath that shook at the edges.

"I might — I might need some advice," she said. "On what I'm supposed to do. I've never — I don't know how to—" The sentence dissolved. She pressed her lips together. Tried again. "I've read things. Watched... things. But that's not the same as knowing."

The admission cost her. I could see the price in the way her shoulders rose toward her ears and the way her fingers twisted together in her lap and the way the blush, already total, somehow deepened — as if her circulatory system had discovered reserves of embarrassment that her body hadn't yet deployed. She'd just told a room full of people that she didn't know how to have sex. The vulnerability of it was staggering. The courage of it was greater.

Amy laughed. Not at her — the distinction was audible in the sound itself, which was warm and light and carried the specific quality of affection. "We'll help you out if you need it," Amy said. "That's what we're here for."

The sentence was simple and kind and landed on Chloe like a hand on a shoulder — steadying, grounding, reminding her that she was not alone in this room or in this experience. Chloe's shoulders dropped a fraction. The blush began its slow retreat from wildfire to something more sustainable.

Maya turned. Not to Chloe and not to me, but to Savannah and Amy

"Will we be just watching?" she said. "Or... helping Cole out as well?"

Savannah smirked and Amy’s mouth hung open as the question hung in the air.

"Let's not overwhelm Chloe with too much," I said. My voice was measured, the way it got when I was managing a room — the old COO muscle, the instinct for calibration, applied to a context that no business school had ever anticipated. "This is her night. Hers and mine. But if the three of you want to — help each other out while you watch..."

I stopped.

Because Chloe's face had gone the color of the cranberry scones. The full-body blush, the nuclear option, the circulatory event that erased every freckle and turned her ears into small radiators. She was staring at the coffee table — at a point between Savannah's knees, not seeing it, her eyes glazed with the particular overwhelm of someone who had just heard her boss casually suggest that three women might pleasure each other while watching him take her virginity, and whose body had responded to that information by rerouting every available unit of blood to her face.

I stopped talking. The sentence hung, unfinished, in the warm air.

Savannah bit her lip. Maya's mouth curved. Amy looked at the ceiling with the focused attention of someone trying very hard not to smile.

I turned to Chloe. Shifted on the couch so that I was facing her, my knee near hers, the distance between us small enough to be intimate and large enough to be safe. She was still staring at the coffee table. I waited. Let the blush do its work. Let her breathing settle from the rapid, shallow pattern of panic to something closer to functional.

"Chloe."

She looked up. The green eyes found mine — wet at the edges, but clear. Present. Still in the room, still in the conversation, still in the decision she'd made. The blush was a physiological fact, not an emotional retreat. She was embarrassed. She was not afraid.

"You can tell me to stop at any point," I said. My voice had shifted — lower, quieter, the register it found when I was being careful with something that could break. "Any point. Before, during, whenever. You say stop and everything stops. No questions, no disappointment, no pressure to keep going."

She nodded.

"And if it hurts — which it might — you tell me. Immediately. Not after, not through gritted teeth, not because you think you're supposed to push through it. You tell me and we pause and we figure it out together. This is not a performance. You don't owe anyone in this room anything except honesty."

"I understand," she said. The words were firm. Small, but firm. Load-bearing. She met my eyes and held them with the same steady courage she'd shown at the bar that morning, the look of someone who'd chosen to trust and intended to stand in that choice even when standing in it made her skin catch fire.

The silence that followed was the kind that exists between the last step of a climb and the view from the summit — the suspended moment where effort becomes arrival and the world rearranges itself around a new altitude. The five of us sat in it. The lamp burned. The ocean kept its schedule. The evening waited on the other side of whatever came next, patient and inevitable.

Then Chloe spoke again. Her voice had gone even softer — barely above a whisper, the words escaping rather than being sent.

"I packed some things," she said. Her eyes dropped to her lap. "In my bag. I brought — there's some lingerie and — and some makeup, I thought maybe I should look—" The sentence lost its footing. She trailed off, the last word dissolving into a breath, her fingers twisting in the hem of her sweater. The blush, which had briefly subsided, returned with reinforcements.

Savannah was moving from her seat before the silence could calcify.

"Oh my God, yes," she said. The warmth in her voice was immediate and genuine and carried the specific enthusiasm of someone who'd been handed an assignment she was born for. "I would love to help you get ready. Come on — bathroom's down the hall, the light in there is actually decent, and I have opinions about eyeliner that I've been waiting to share with someone who'll actually listen."

She held out her hand. Chloe looked at it — the extended palm, the tanned fingers, the gesture of someone offering to walk beside her into the next part of the evening — and after a beat that lasted no longer than a heartbeat, she took it. Her small, freckled hand disappearing into Savannah's, the contact firm, the connection made.

Chloe stood. Five-two. The cream sweater hung past her hips. Her red hair caught the lamplight one more time as she turned toward the hall, and the curls at her shoulders moved with her, swinging, alive with the kind of motion that suggested the rest of her was more alive than her composure let on.

She picked up the canvas bag from the hallway. The strap settled over her shoulder — a familiar gesture, the overnight bag returning to the position it had occupied when she'd arrived, except now the bag was being carried toward something instead of away from it. She didn't look back at me. I don't think she could have. The courage she'd spent in this conversation had a limit, and she'd reached it, and the only thing left was to put one foot in front of the other and walk down a hallway toward a bathroom where a woman three years her senior was going to help her put on lingerie for a man twenty-seven years her senior, and if that sentence sounds insane it's because it was.

I returned my attention to the living room as the bathroom door closed.

Amy. Maya. Me.

The couch held us in the positions we'd occupied for the conversation — Amy in the armchair, her wine glass nearly empty, her posture still alert but carrying a new energy, something less clinical and more charged. Maya at the far end of the couch, her legs drawn up.

Amy set her wine glass on the side table with a precise click. She looked at me. Then at Maya. Then back at me. The clinical composure she'd worn throughout the conversation cracked — not dramatically, not like a dam breaking, but like a window being opened. One small crack, letting something through that she'd been holding behind the glass.

"This is so wrong," she said. Her voice was low. Her blue eyes were bright. "And it makes me so horny."

The sentence hung in the air.

Maya laughed. Not the quiet sound she usually made — something fuller, warmer, a laugh that started in her chest and reached her eyes and transformed her face.

Then the laugh faded and Maya looked at me. The brightness didn't leave her eyes but it changed character — from amusement to something darker, something with heat behind it, something that lived in the same territory as the words she was about to say.

"You're going to split that pretty baby in half, Daddy." Her voice was low, unhurried. ”I can't wait to see the look on her face when she sees your cock."
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I'd changed while they were in the bathroom — stripped off the button-down and the jeans and pulled on a clean t-shirt and the boxer briefs. The t-shirt was soft, gray, washed enough times to have lost its structure. The boxers were dark. My feet were bare against the hardwood, and the floor was cool, and the sensation of it grounded me in the physicality of my own body at a moment when my mind was trying very hard to operate somewhere above it.

Amy and Maya arrived with the chairs from the dining area. Amy sat first. She crossed her legs, her hands folded in her lap, her gray sweater catching the amber lamplight in a way that softened her edges without softening her attention. She looked like a woman waiting for a performance to begin — not with anticipation exactly, but with the focused readiness of someone who intended to witness everything and miss nothing.

Maya took the middle chair.

The third chair sat empty. Waiting for Savannah.

I lay back against the pillows. Through the wall, I could hear them. Savannah's voice — instructive, encouraging, the particular bright warmth she used when she was being careful with someone — and Chloe's responses, too quiet to decode but present, the sound of a person participating in her own preparation. A faucet running. The click of something — a compact, a case, a clasp. Fabric moving against fabric. Then silence. Then Savannah's voice again, lower now, words I couldn't separate from the wall's muffling, carrying the cadence of reassurance.

The bathroom door opened.

Savannah stepped into the hallway first, her sundress catching the hall light, her expression carrying the specific satisfaction of someone who'd completed a project and was proud of the result. She walked through the bedroom doorway with the controlled theatricality she'd been born for and stepped aside, one arm sweeping in a gesture of presentation that was half game-show hostess and half benediction.

"Presenting," she said, "Little Red."

Chloe stepped into the doorway.

The lingerie was red. A true red — not burgundy, not wine, not any of the darkened variations that would have been safer or more sophisticated. Red like her hair. Red like the blush she wore without choosing to. A bra-and-panties set, simple in cut, the lace delicate but not excessive, the straps thin across her shoulders.

She was smaller than I'd understood. I'd seen her body in work clothes — the aprons, the oversized sweaters, the practical layers that a barista wore for warmth and utility. I'd seen the shape of her suggested by the way fabric fell, the outline of her indicated by the way she moved. But suggestion and indication were not the same as this — this unmediated fact of her, standing in my bedroom doorway in red lace and lamplight, her body offered to my eyes without the filters of cotton and modesty she'd spent eighteen years hiding behind.

She was almost flat. The bra did what it could — a slight push, a gentle lift — but there was so little to push or lift that the garment seemed more symbolic than structural, a frame around a suggestion. Her ribs were visible beneath her skin, faint ridges that appeared and disappeared with each breath. Her waist was narrow — impossibly narrow, the waist of a girl whose body was still deciding what it wanted to become. Her hips had a slight curve but only slight, and her legs were thin and pale and freckled at the knees, and the overall impression was of something made from different materials than the women I was accustomed to.

She looked like a girl playing dress-up. There was no avoiding that observation and no kindness in pretending otherwise. The mascara Savannah had applied gave her eyes a definition they didn't usually carry, making them larger and more dramatic, but the effect was costume rather than transformation — the face beneath the makeup was still the face of a girl who'd been legal for a matter of months and whose experience with eyeliner was probably measured in single digits. Her hair was down, curling at the shoulders, and a few strands had been pinned back from her face with small clips that caught the light. She was adorable. She was terrifying. She was five-foot-two and definitely less than a hundred pounds in the lingerie that matched her hair, and I was going to break her.

The thought arrived with the certainty of physical law — not I might break her but I am going to break her, the assessment of a man who knew his own body's dimensions and was looking at a body that seemed designed by a different set of specifications entirely. My hands on her hips would nearly span her waist. My frame would eclipse hers. The logistics alone — the geometry of sizes, the mathematics of proportion — presented challenges that my body was currently too aroused to solve and my brain too overwhelmed to process.

I scooted to the edge of the bed. My feet found the floor. The coolness of the hardwood traveled up through my soles and did nothing to temper anything.

"Come here," I said.

Chloe crossed the room. Six steps — I counted them the way I'd counted the place settings, the compulsive arithmetic of a man trying to anchor himself in measurable things. Her bare feet were silent on the wood. The red lace moved with her, and her skin was pale and luminous in the lamplight, and the freckles that covered her nose and cheeks continued down her neck and across her collarbones and scattered along her chest in diminishing density, like stars at the edge of a visible universe.

I took her hand.

The size difference was a language. My fingers closed around hers and her hand disappeared — not metaphorically but literally, her small freckled fingers engulfed by my palm, her wrist narrow enough that I could have circled it with my thumb and index finger. Her skin was warm. The lotion Savannah had helped her apply was still present — a faint sheen, a softness, the residual trace of something that smelled like vanilla and coconut and the particular sweetness of skin that hadn't spent decades accumulating damage from sun and stress and time.

"You look gorgeous," I said.

The blush arrived. But her eyes held mine. The green was bright and steady.

I guided her down. A small pull — not forceful, just directional, my hand drawing hers toward the mattress. She sat beside me. The bed dipped under her weight, which was so slight that the springs barely registered the addition. Her thigh was an inch from mine. The red lace of her panties was vivid against the dark blue sheets, a small flag of courage planted in territory she'd never occupied.

Savannah crossed to the empty chair and sat down, completing the row — three women on one side of the bed, arranged like a panel of something. Judges. Witnesses. The supporting architecture of an evening that existed because they'd built it, and they sat in the chairs they'd placed with the attention of architects watching a structure bear weight for the first time.

Chloe glanced at them. A quick, darting look — the reflex of a girl who'd grown up being watched, being evaluated, being assessed by congregations and family members and the ever-present gaze of a God who allegedly catalogued every thought and intention. The women in the chairs were not that gaze. But they were a gaze, and Chloe's nervous system couldn't yet distinguish.

Maya's voice reached across the room — low, unhurried, arriving with the certainty of something that had been waiting to be said.

"Pretend we're not here. Cole is the only one in the room."

Chloe turned to me. I leaned down. The smell of her rose to meet me — the vanilla-coconut lotion, yes, but beneath it something else, something warmer and less manufactured, the scent of skin that had been recently bathed. Her neck was close. Her jaw was close. Her mouth was close — her lips slightly parted, her breath warm against my chin, the distance between my mouth and hers measurable in fractions of an inch.

I remembered the rule.

The remembering was physical — a check, a catch, the mid-motion redirection of intent. My lips had been heading for hers. The trajectory was natural, automatic, the default destination of a man leaning toward a woman in the amber dark. But the rule was there — Maya's quiet boundary, the thing that separated what I was offering Chloe from what belonged to the three women in the chairs. I diverted. Not sharply — a soft adjustment, a change in angle, my mouth finding the curve of her neck instead of the curve of her lips.

I nuzzled. Pressed my nose against the warm skin below her ear, where the pulse lived close to the surface and I could feel it — rapid, insistent, the drumbeat of a heart working harder than its resting rate demanded. I kissed the spot. Soft. Open-mouthed. Letting my lips drag along the tendon, down to the junction of her neck and shoulder, where the lotion was thickest and the skin was smoothest and the sound she made — a small, involuntary intake of breath, the gasp of someone feeling a new sensation for the first time — traveled through her body and into mine through every point of contact.

Her arms came up. Small arms, thin, the muscles undefined, and they wrapped around my shoulders with a tentativeness that broke my heart — the grip of someone who wanted to hold on but wasn't sure how tightly she was allowed to. I felt her fingers settle against the back of my neck, cool and tentative, and then her grip tightened. A fraction. A decision. She was holding me.

I kissed down her neck. Slow. Mapping the territory with my mouth — the ridge of her collarbone, the hollow at its base where a thin sheen of sweat had gathered despite the room's cool air, the slope of skin that descended toward the red lace of the bra. Each kiss was a question and each inch of skin she let me cover was an answer.

Her breathing was uneven — not panicked, but irregular, the rhythm of someone whose lungs were receiving conflicting instructions from a nervous system torn between arousal and apprehension.

I found her ear. Brought my mouth close enough that my words would reach her and no one else — private, quiet, the register I used when the world needed to be reduced to two people.

"Let me take care of you," I murmured. "Get you warmed up a bit."

She nodded.

My hand found the clasp of her bra. Behind her — a reach around her narrow back, my forearm brushing her spine, my fingers finding the small metal hook-and-eye closure at the center of the band. I undid it one-handed. The mechanism was simple and my hands had performed the operation enough times that the muscle memory bypassed conscious thought — a pinch, a release, the tension in the band going slack. The straps loosened on her shoulders. The bra shifted, the cups separating from the skin they'd been pressed against, and for a moment the garment hung in place — held not by its structure but by the friction of fabric against flesh, the last boundary before exposure.

It fell.

Chloe's breasts were small enough that the word breasts felt generous — two slight rises beneath skin so pale it was almost translucent, the faintest suggestion of shape, barely distinct from the flat plane of her sternum. But her nipples were pink — a vivid, urgent pink, darker than her skin by several shades — and they were hard. Fully erect. The areolae were small and taut, the nipples themselves standing at attention with the helpless enthusiasm of a body responding to stimulus it hadn't experienced before. She was turned on. Her body had arrived ahead of her mind, as bodies do, and the evidence was written across her chest in a language that required no translation.

The blush hit her like a wave. It flooded from her cheeks down her neck and across the chest she'd just exposed, the pink of her skin nearly matching the pink of her nipples, the entire surface of her torso becoming a single warm canvas of embarrassment and arousal and the raw, ungovernable fact of being seen. Her hands twitched — the instinct to cover, to cross her arms, to reinstate the barrier — and she caught the instinct and held it and let her hands stay at her sides, fingers pressing into the mattress, her jaw tight with the effort of remaining uncovered.

"Your tits are just as cute as the rest of you," I said. The words came out low and certain, the voice I used when I meant something and wanted the listener to know I meant it. Not flattery. Assessment.

I leaned down. My mouth found her left breast. The entire thing fit — I took the full shape of it between my lips, the slight rise of tissue and the hard point of the nipple all contained in a single, encompassing contact. My tongue swirled. The skin was impossibly soft, the texture different from the lotion-smooth surfaces I'd been kissing.

Chloe moaned.

The sound was quiet. A vibration more than a vocalization, traveling through her ribcage and into my mouth, the resonance of a body discovering a frequency it hadn't known it could produce. I moved to the right breast. Same treatment — the encompassing mouth, the swirling tongue, the gentle suction that drew the nipple against the roof of my mouth. She moaned again, louder this time, the sound escaping from behind the gate she'd been keeping it behind, and her fingers came up and found my hair and pressed — not pulling, just pressing, her small hand on the back of my head, holding me against her, the gesture carrying a need she hadn't voiced.

From the chairs, I heard nothing. The audience had honored Maya's instruction. They weren't there. Chloe and I were the only ones in the room.

I pushed her back. Gently — a hand on her shoulder, guiding her from sitting to supine, her body unfolding against the dark blue sheets, her red hair spreading across the pillow like something spilled. She looked up at me from her back and her eyes were wide and bright and carrying the particular glaze of someone who'd just learned that her body could feel things she'd only previously imagined. The mascara Savannah had applied was still intact, framing her eyes in their new, dramatic definition, and for a moment she looked not like a teenager playing dress-up but like a woman arriving at herself — someone between who she'd been and who she was becoming, the transformation incomplete but underway.

I kissed her stomach. The terrain was flat and taut and I could feel the muscles beneath the skin contracting at each contact — her abs tightening, her breath catching, the involuntary response of a body being mapped by a mouth for the first time. I licked. A slow, deliberate line from her navel to the waistband of the red panties, tasting the faint salt of her skin and the sweetness of the lotion and the deeper warmth of the arousal that was making itself known in the dampness I could already see darkening the fabric between her thighs.

I slid off the bed. Knelt on the floor at the foot.

I placed my hands on her hips. My thumbs found the sides of her underwear. I hooked my thumbs under the elastic. Looked up at her.

She looked down.

She nodded.

The panties came off. I drew them down slowly — over her hips, along her thighs, past her knees, off her feet. The red lace was damp at the center, a dark patch that was its own testimony. I set them on the floor beside me. Looked up.

The pinkest pussy I had ever seen.

The observation was not hyperbole. It was the factual assessment of a man who'd been with enough women to have a basis for comparison and who was now looking at something that exceeded the range. Pink like the inside of a shell. Pink like something that had never been exposed to anything that might darken or toughen it. The lips were small, neat, barely parted, and the tuft of hair above them — trimmed, deliberate, a darker shade of red than the hair on her head, more auburn than copper — sat like a small, brave declaration of adulthood on a body that otherwise looked as though it belonged to an earlier, more innocent chapter of life.

"That is such a pretty pussy,” Savannah said, awe in her voice.

Chloe's entire body flushed. The blush, already total, intensified in a way I wouldn't have thought physiologically possible — not darker but deeper, the color saturating, her skin turning the shade of something alive and urgent and beyond her control. Her hands flew to her face. Then past her face — reaching to the side, grabbing a pillow from the arrangement I'd made hours ago, pulling it over her face and pressing it there with both hands. A barrier. A shield. The last piece of modesty she could construct from the materials available.

I almost laughed. Instead, I leaned forward. Extended my tongue. Made contact.

The first touch was gentle — a brush, barely pressure, my tongue meeting the outer edge of her left lip and tracing upward along the seam. Salt. Sweetness.

I flicked her clit. A light, quick motion — the tip of my tongue against the small, swollen bud, a greeting rather than an assault. Chloe's hips jerked. A sharp, involuntary motion, her pelvis lifting off the mattress by an inch before dropping back. From behind the pillow came a sound — muffled, indistinct, the first syllable of something she'd suppressed before it could become a word.

I stayed outside. Worked the perimeter with patience, my tongue tracing slow circles around her clit without landing directly on it, letting the indirect stimulation build, letting her body adjust to the presence of a mouth between her legs for the first time. Her taste was everywhere — on my lips, on my chin, coating my tongue with each pass. I licked the outer lips. Drew one gently between my own lips and sucked, the softest suction, and the sound she made into the pillow was no longer muffled but audible — a moan, genuine and unperformed, rising from somewhere deep in her diaphragm and traveling through her small frame and through the pillow and into the room where three women heard it and said nothing.

I pushed my tongue inside her.

The opening was impossibly small. My tongue — which was not, by any metric, an unusually large tongue — met resistance at the entrance. Not the resistance of unwillingness but the resistance of a body that had simply never accommodated anything before, the muscles tight and untrained, the passage narrow beyond anything I'd encountered. I pressed gently. Felt the give — incremental, millimeter by millimeter, her body opening around the intrusion with a slowness that was its own kind of intimacy. I entered her. Not deeply — an inch, maybe less — and the heat of her interior was extraordinary, a concentrated warmth that closed around my tongue from all sides, the walls gripping with the reflexive tightness of virgin musculature.

I opened my mouth wider. At this angle, with her body this small and her sex this compact, I could — and did — cover her entirely. My lips sealed around the full extent of her, my mouth encompassing everything from the base of her clit to the opening I'd just entered.

Chloe moaned into the pillow. Louder.

I used everything I knew. Three decades of knowledge deployed in service of a single purpose — every technique, every variation, every lesson learned from the particular and varied cartography of women's pleasure. I alternated between the clit and the opening. I varied pressure — featherlight, firm, the sudden flat press of the full tongue followed by the precise flick of its tip. I drew letters. I drew patterns. I sucked and released and sucked again, the suction pulling blood and sensation to the surface, building the pressure that I could feel accumulating in the tension of her thighs and the pitch of her moans and the increasing urgency of the grip she had on the pillow pressed against her face.

I found her spot. The specific, individual coordinate where Chloe's particular wiring produced its maximum response — a point on the front wall of her interior, slightly to the left, where the tissue was ridged and swollen and where the pressure of my tongue produced a sound from behind the pillow that was not a moan but a cry. High, sustained, the sound of a body being played at its resonant frequency. I didn't move from the spot. I pressed. I circled. I pressed again. I sealed my lips over her clit and sucked while my tongue worked the spot, the dual stimulation converging, and Chloe's legs came up.

Her heels found my shoulders. The weight of them — slight, the heels of a small woman, pressing against the muscle with a pressure that was almost apologetic — settled against me, and her legs locked, her thighs framing my head, and the position opened her further and brought me deeper and the cry behind the pillow became continuous, a single sustained note that rose and fell with each stroke of my tongue but never stopped, never broke, never retreated into silence.

Her body began to shake.

I didn't stop. I locked onto the spot and I stayed and I worked and the shaking built and built and built and then —

She came.

The orgasm hit her like a wave breaking — the sudden, total release of tension that had been accumulating since the first touch of my tongue, maybe since the first day she'd walked into my shop, maybe since the day she'd pulled the ring off her finger and told her father's God she was done being afraid. Her body arched off the mattress. Her thighs clamped against my head. And then — unexpected, unannounced, the body's own surprise — she squirted.

The gush was warm and copious and caught us both off guard. I felt it hit my chin first, then my lips, the liquid released in rhythmic pulses that matched the contractions I could feel clenching around the nothing that was inside her. Chloe's muffled cry became a muffled shout — shock layered over pleasure layered over the particular embarrassment of a body doing something its owner hadn't authorized. She tried to close her legs. Tried to pull away. But the orgasm was still moving through her and her muscles weren't taking orders and the squirting continued — less forcefully now, tapering, the pulses slowing — and I opened my mouth and took it. All of it. I swallowed and licked and swallowed again, my mouth working her through the aftershocks, my tongue gentle now but persistent, coaxing the last tremors from a body that had just discovered it could do something extraordinary.

Her legs finally stopped shaking. The heels on my shoulders went slack. The thighs unclenched from around my head, falling open, boneless and spent. Her breathing was audible from behind the pillow — ragged, gasping, the respiratory pattern of someone who'd just run a race she hadn't trained for and finished it anyway.

I looked up. My face was drenched. I could feel it — the wetness coating my chin, my cheeks. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and the hand came away glistening.

Chloe removed the pillow.

Her face was a landscape of aftermath — flushed, tear-streaked at the corners of her eyes where the intensity had pushed moisture out, her mascara smudged but still mostly intact, her lips swollen from being bitten, her green eyes enormous and wet and carrying the dazed, disbelieving expression of a person who'd just been shown a room in her own house she didn't know existed. She stared at me. Her chest heaved. The small, pink-nippled breasts rose and fell with each breath, and the freckles across her collarbones were invisible beneath the blush that now covered her from hairline to navel.

"I'm so sorry," she breathed. "I didn't know I could — I've never — that's never happened before and I couldn't stop it and I'm so—"

"Stop." The word was firm. Not harsh — the firmness of a man who would not allow apology to contaminate what had just happened. I held her gaze from my position on the floor, my hands still on her inner thighs, my face still carrying the evidence of her orgasm. "That's supposed to happen. And it was fucking awesome.”

Her mouth opened. Closed.

From the chairs, applause.

It started with Savannah — a quick, emphatic clapping that filled the room with its percussive warmth. Amy and Maya joined in.

Chloe's face went through several expressions in rapid succession — surprise, mortification, something that might have been gratitude, and finally, beneath it all, the small, incredulous pleasure of someone who'd been applauded for something she hadn't known she was performing. She pressed her hands to her cheeks. Closed her eyes. Let out a breath that was half laugh and half shudder and entirely the sound of a girl processing the fact that her life had changed forever.

"That was fucking beautiful, Chloe," Savannah said. Her voice was warm and direct and carrying the admiration she usually reserved for exceptional athletic performances, which, in a sense, this had been. Then the tone shifted — not harder, but more focused, the shift from spectator to director. "Now why don't you return the favor."

Chloe moved as I got to my feet. She slid off the bed — a fluid, boneless motion, her legs still shaking faintly from the aftershocks — and lowered herself to her knees on the hardwood where I'd been kneeling moments before. The position put her face level with my midsection. Level with the tent in my boxer briefs that had been building since before the bathroom door opened and had reached a state of urgency that the fabric could no longer respectably contain. The ridge of my erection was visible through the dark cotton.

Chloe stared as I stood and turned to fully face her.

From Chloe's position on the floor the difference in our sizes was absolute — she was kneeling, I was standing, and the geometry of it placed her face exactly where the evening required it to be. An inch away. Maybe less.

I hooked my thumbs into the waistband of the boxer briefs. Drew them down. Slowly — the elastic stretching over the obstruction, the fabric resisting, clinging to the shape it had been containing, and then releasing, the waistband clearing the head and the shaft springing free with a weight and a presence that announced itself in the changed quality of the air and the small, sharp intake of breath from the girl on her knees.

My cock was hard. Fully, achingly hard — the kind of hardness that carried its own pulse, each heartbeat visible in the faint twitch of the shaft, the head swollen and dark and glistening at the tip. It hung there — an inch from Chloe's face, close enough that she could feel the heat radiating from it, close enough that her exhaled breath was warm against the sensitive skin, close enough that the scale of it relative to the scale of her was visible and undeniable and exactly as daunting as I'd feared it would be.

Chloe looked at it. Then she looked up at me. The look on her face was something I would carry with me for a long time.

“What do you think of that cock, Chloe?” Maya teased.

“It’s… so big. It’s SO big. It’s so, so, BIG.”
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Her mouth hung open. Not in invitation — not yet — but in the particular suspension of a person whose brain had received information it could not immediately process, the neural equivalent of a loading screen.

She'd forgotten to breathe. I could see the stillness in her chest — the small breasts motionless, the ribs locked, the diaphragm suspended at whatever point in its cycle the sight had caught it. Her face was still flushed from the orgasm and the applause, and in the lamplight the pink of her skin was warm and alive and carrying, in this particular moment, the stunned quality of someone who'd opened a door expecting a room and found a cathedral.

I looked at her. Then I looked over my shoulder at the chairs.

All three of them were smirking. The same fundamental expression rendered in three different registers — Savannah's overt and amused, Amy's controlled and knowing, Maya's quiet and deep. They looked like women watching a kitten encounter a Great Dane for the first time. The affection was real. So was the entertainment.

Amy’s voice came from her chair — low, unhurried, arriving with the deliberate pacing of someone who'd been holding the sentence and had chosen this precise moment to release it.

"You ever seen a cock that big before, Chloe?"

Chloe blinked. The question reached her through whatever fog of processing she'd been lost in, and I watched her return to the room — the slight adjustment of focus, the reactivation of the muscles around her eyes, the breath that finally came, filling her lungs with the air she'd been denying them. She glanced at the girls. Then back at my cock. Then at the floor, her gaze dropping with the particular velocity of someone who'd looked at something too long and needed to reset.

"I've never seen any cock before," she said. "Not… in person, not… like this."

The admission sat in the air.

I reached down. My hand found her hair first — the red copper waves, still loose, still catching the lamplight in those amber-gold flickers — and I smoothed it back from her face. A slow gesture. Unhurried. My fingers traveled from her hair to her cheek. Cupped the side of her face. My palm was warm against her skin and her jaw was small against my hand and the size difference was there again, that constant, inescapable fact.

She leaned into my palm. Fractionally. A tilt of her head, a millimeter of pressure, the instinct of a body seeking warmth from a source it trusted.

"Start slow," I said. "And I'll guide you."

Her eyes traveled back to the head of my cock. An inch away. Maybe less. The heat of her breath was tangible against the sensitive skin, each exhale a warm pulse that my body registered with an intensity disproportionate to its cause.

She took a breath. Deep, deliberate, the counted inhale of a person preparing. Then she opened her mouth.

The stretch was immediate and visible. Her jaw extended, her lips widened, and I watched the physical negotiation between her anatomy and mine play out in real time — her small mouth working to accommodate the broad head, the corners of her lips pulling taut, her jaw at what appeared to be its maximum range of motion before the head was fully past her lips. The ring of her mouth sealed around the crown and the sensation hit me — wet, warm, the tight, encompassing pressure of a space too small for what it was holding, her tongue pressed flat beneath the shaft by the sheer geometry of the fit.

Her eyes bulged. Not metaphorically — the green irises went wide, the whites showing above and below. She breathed through her nose in short, rapid bursts, the air warm against my skin, her nostrils flaring with each exhale. She was trying. The effort was written across her face.

My hand found the top of her head. Light. Not pressing — just resting, my fingers against her hair, the contact guiding without directing, offering a compass point rather than a command. She took me deeper. An inch. Then another. Her mouth was warm and wet and impossibly tight, the inside of her cheeks pressing against the sides of my shaft, her tongue working in small, uncertain motions beneath the head. She got halfway. Maybe slightly less. And there — at the halfway point, at the boundary where her mouth's capacity met my cock's dimensions and found them irreconcilable — she stopped. Her jaw was trembling. Her eyes had begun to water. Tears of effort, of overwhelm, of a body pushed to a limit it hadn't known it had.

I pulled out. Slowly — drawing back through the tight channel of her mouth, the head clearing her lips with a soft, wet sound that was louder in the quiet room than it had any right to be. My cock hung there between us, glistening with her saliva, and Chloe gasped — the sharp intake of someone surfacing, her lungs filling with the air she'd been rationing.

"Remember to tell me if you're uncomfortable, Chloe."

She nodded. She wiped the wetness from her eyes with the backs of her hands, the gesture so small and practical and young that something in my chest tightened against my will.

Movement from the chairs. Savannah rose — a fluid unfolding, her sundress falling around her tanned legs as she crossed the three steps from her chair to the floor beside Chloe. She knelt. The position placed the two of them side by side on the hardwood, and the contrast was immediate and absolute — Savannah's height, her breadth, the confident architecture of her body against Chloe's smallness, her paleness, the tentative curve of her bare shoulders. Two women on their knees before me. One who'd done this a hundred times and one who was learning.

"You don't have to take it all into your mouth to pleasure him," Savannah said. Her voice was warm and instructive, the tone of a senior athlete coaching a freshman through a drill. She looked at Chloe with an expression that was kind without being condescending, patient without being patronizing. "You can use just your tongue. Is it OK if I show you?"

Chloe looked at Savannah. Then at me. Then back at Savannah. The nod came.

Savannah leaned in. Her tongue emerged — confident, practiced, carrying the particular muscle memory of a woman who'd spent months learning exactly what I liked and exactly how to deliver it. She placed it on the underside of my cock, at the base, where the shaft met the root, and the flat of her tongue pressed against the thick vein that ran the length of the underside. Then she licked. A slow, deliberate stroke, her tongue traveling upward along the full length of the shaft, tracing the vein's path, the pressure firm and even, the contact unbroken. The sensation traveled from the base to the tip like a lit fuse, the nerve endings firing in sequence, and when she reached the head she paused — the tip of her tongue resting against the crown, the contact light, teasing.

She reversed. Licked back down. Slow. The same line, the same pressure, the same maddening patience. Then up again. Then down. Each pass building on the last, the repetition establishing a rhythm that my body began to anticipate and lean into, my hips tilting forward by fractions I didn't authorize.

After the third pass, Savannah's tongue lingered at the head. She circled it — a slow orbit, the tip of her tongue tracing the ridge where the crown met the shaft, and her blue eyes looked up at me with the casual ownership of a woman touching something that belonged to her before looking sideways at Chloe, who was watching with the rapt, unblinking attention of a student in a master class.

"Chloe," Savannah said, her mouth still close enough that the words were warm against my skin. "A man's cock is often most sensitive right on the head, and on the underside of the head."

"The frenulum?" Chloe said.

The word arrived in the room like a foreign exchange student at a house party — technically correct, entirely unexpected, and dressed for a completely different occasion. Frenulum. The clinical term. The textbook term. The term that lived in anatomical diagrams and health education curricula and absolutely nowhere in the vicinity of a woman on her knees with saliva on her chin.

Savannah's tongue paused mid-lick. Her eyes cut sideways to Chloe.

"Uh… yeah…" Savannah said. She glanced behind her — at Amy, at Maya — and the look she gave them was a silent distress signal wrapped in amusement. Amy had pressed her lips together so firmly that they'd gone white, the physical containment of a laugh that would have compromised her composure beyond repair. Maya's dark eyes were bright with the barely suppressed delight of someone who'd just witnessed something that confirmed every theory she'd ever held.

"Um, I'm sorry," Chloe said. The blush was back — not that it had ever left, but it flared now with the specific heat of social embarrassment rather than sexual exposure. "I think I heard that in my high school's health class." A pause. Her brow furrowed. ”That part has a lot of nerve endings. Do people not call it that?"

"You don't normally hear health class terms in the bedroom," Savannah said. Her voice was gentle and bright and carrying the warmth of someone who found the girl beside her genuinely, deeply delightful. "But that's OK. We'll work on your dirty talk later."

"Sorry," Chloe said, and the word was so reflexive, so automatic, so deeply Chloe that it almost didn't register as an apology, it was more of a verbal tic.

"Savannah, go take your seat," I said.

The command was quiet but carried. Savannah heard it — the shift in register, the tone that meant the teaching phase was over and the doing phase had begun. She stood. Smoothed her sundress. Gave Chloe's shoulder a quick squeeze — the athletic encouragement of a teammate sending someone to the plate — and crossed back to her chair with a walk that was unhurried and deliberately graceful and accompanied by words directed at me.

"Yes, Bossman."

She sat. The row reformed — three women in three chairs, their attention refocused, the brief intervention concluded.

"Go ahead," I said, looking down.

Chloe leaned in. Her tongue emerged. A long, slow stroke, replicating what she'd watched Savannah do, the technique borrowed but the execution her own — more tentative, more careful, the pressure lighter, the pace slightly faster, the differences between student and teacher written in the micro-variations of contact.

Back down. Up again. Back down. The rhythm found itself within three passes, her tongue settling into a cadence that was steady and deliberate and carrying the focused concentration I recognized from behind the espresso machine — the same energy she brought to a pour, the same absolute attention, the same refusal to half-commit to anything she'd decided to do.

Then she zeroed in.

Her tongue found the spot, yes, the frenulum, the place she'd named with textbook accuracy and was now addressing with empirical rigor. She flicked. Small, quick motions of the tip of her tongue against the bundle of nerves on the underside of the head, each flick precise, each one landing in the same concentrated area, the repetition building sensation the way repeated extractions build understanding — through iteration, through attention, through the stubborn willingness to stay with a single variable until it yielded its secrets.

She flicked and circled and flicked again, her tongue working the spot with a focus that was almost clinical in its intensity but entirely erotic in its effect, and I felt the pressure build — not slowly but with a suddenness that caught me off guard, the sensation climbing from pleasant to intense to too much in the span of seconds. My hands clenched at my sides. My jaw tightened. The muscles in my thighs went rigid and I felt the warning — the tightening at the base, the gathering heat, the approaching threshold — and I pulled away.

The separation was abrupt. My cock left the range of her tongue and the air was cool against the wet skin and I stood there, breathing harder than I wanted to admit, my body buzzing with the proximity of a release I hadn't authorized.

Chloe looked up at me. Her face was flushed, her lips swollen and wet, a thin strand of saliva connecting her lower lip to the tip of my cock before breaking and falling against her chin.

"Was that better?" she asked. The hope in her voice was naked and undefended and it hit me somewhere between the ribs.

"That was just fine, sweetheart," I said, and reached down and took her hands — both of them, her small freckled hands in my palms — and pulled her to her feet.

She rose. She stood in front of me and the top of her head reached my chest and my cock pressed against her stomach, the wet tip leaving a faint mark on her skin, and the difference in our sizes was not an abstraction but a physical fact.

I looked down at her. She looked up at me.

"Well," I said. My voice was low. Careful. The voice I used when the next words mattered more than the ones before them. "It's the point of no return, Chloe. Are you ready?"

She didn't hesitate. The pause I expected — the counted breaths, the internal gathering, the Chloe processing time that preceded every significant response — didn't come. What came instead was immediate, and clear, and delivered with a steadiness that belonged to someone older and braver and more certain than the girl the world saw when it looked at her.

"Don't hold back just cause I'm little," she said. Her chin lifted. Her green eyes held mine with a ferocity that I felt in the base of my spine. "I want to feel it, Mr. Hartwell."
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I guided her backward. One hand on the small of her back, the other finding her hip, my fingers spanning the narrow curve of bone and skin as I walked her the three steps to the mattress edge. When the backs of her knees met the bed she sat, and I pressed gently on her shoulder and she lay back, her copper hair fanning across the dark blue sheets in a slow corona, the curls separating and spreading like something poured.

The condom was on the nightstand. Amy had placed it there at some point during the chair arrangement, a single foil packet positioned beside the lamp. It had been years since I'd worn one. Every woman I’d been with for the last two decades had been on birth control. But not sweet, innocent little Chloe.

She was on her back. I stood at the foot of the bed after getting the condom on and looked at her — the full length of the small, pale, freckled body that had been given to me for this evening and this evening alone. Her legs were together, knees slightly bent, the instinct of modesty still operational even now, even after everything. I placed my hands on her ankles. Lifted. Her legs rose — light, the weight of them barely registering in my arms — and I brought them vertical, her calves straightening, her thighs aligning, until her small bare feet found my shoulders and rested there. The position opened her. I stepped between her legs, my hips at the edge of the mattress, my cock — sheathed, hard, carrying its own insistent pulse — aligned with the center of her.

She was looking up at me. The angle was dramatic — her body a pale line against the dark sheets, her copper hair spread on the pillow, her face flushed and open and carrying the extraordinary expression of a woman who had arrived at the place she'd been walking toward and was not turning back. Her green eyes held mine. Her small feet were warm against my shoulders, the toes curling slightly, gripping nothing, the reflex of a body bracing for an event it had only imagined.

"I'm ready," she said.

I rubbed the tip along her. Slowly — drawing the latex-covered head through the wetness that had gathered and spread since the orgasm, since the blowjob, since the accumulating arousal of an evening that had been building toward this exact convergence. The contact was glancing, teasing, the broad head sliding along the slick channel between her outer lips without entering, painting itself with her, and Chloe's eyes fluttered closed. Her lips parted. A breath escaped — long, shuddering, the exhalation of someone feeling a new pressure in a place that had never been pressed.

I glanced at the chairs.

Savannah had her sundress hiked up and her hand inside her panties. Not subtle — not trying to be, her wrist moving in the slow, rhythmic undulation of fingers at work, her lower lip caught between her teeth, her blue eyes fixed on the junction of my body and Chloe's with the focused hunger of a woman watching something she'd orchestrated become real. Amy had both hands on her own chest — palms flat, pressing, her fingers working the shape of her breasts through the gray sweater. Maya sat motionless except for her mouth. Her tongue moved across her lower lip — slow, deliberate, the wet pink of it catching the lamplight.

"Give it to her, Daddy." Savannah's voice was low, rough at the edges, stripped of everything playful. "Make Little Red a woman."

I pushed in.

The resistance was immediate and absolute. Her body met mine the way a door meets a frame too large for it — the physics of dimension, the geometry of incompatible sizes, the soft tissue yielding in millimeters while the muscles around it clenched and held. Chloe gasped. The sound was loud — louder than anything she'd made all evening, a sharp, involuntary vocalization that cracked the quiet of the room like a stone through glass. Her hand flew to her mouth. Covered it. Her green eyes opened — wide, shocked, the pupils dilated to their maximum aperture, the mascara-framed irises carrying the stunned expression of a person who had just felt something she'd had no framework to anticipate.

She looked up at me.

I stopped.

"Are you okay?"

She nodded. The hand over her mouth dropped. Her jaw worked — the muscles clenching and releasing, the physical processing of sensation too new to categorize. The nod was firm. I pushed further.

"Oh, God." The words left her on a breath that carried weight. "It's so much. I'm so — full. I can feel it. I can feel all of it."

But I was looking down at where our bodies met, and the mathematics were clear. I was not even halfway in. The condom's surface glistened with her wetness, and the visible portion of my shaft — the inches she hadn't yet taken — represented a distance her body would need to learn to accommodate. She felt full with less than half of me, and the knowledge of that was both humbling and electric, a reminder of the scale I was working within, the care the dimensions demanded.

I moved. Gently — in and then out, the shallow stroke of a man testing tolerances. The sound of it was wet and soft and intimate — the quiet percussion of contact, of flesh meeting flesh through latex, of her body's wetness facilitating what her body's tightness resisted.

Chloe gasped at each deeper entrance. Small, sharp sounds, each one a response to a new depth, a new stretch, a new frontier of sensation. Her fingers gripped the sheets at her sides — white-knuckled, the tendons in her forearms visible, the effort of receiving written across every surface of her body. And then the tears came. Not the effort-tears of the blowjob but something else — the involuntary moisture of overwhelm, of a nervous system flooded beyond its capacity, of a body being entered for the first time and discovering that the experience contained feelings it had no names for. They gathered at the corners of her eyes and slid down her temples into her hair.

"Chloe," I said. The concern was genuine, automatic — the voice of a man who saw tears and whose every instinct demanded their cessation.

"No." The word was fierce. Small and fierce, the way she was. Her wet eyes found mine and held. "Don't stop. I'm okay. I want it.”

She looked up and a smirk came over her tear-covered face.

“Give it to me, Coffee Daddy.”

Savannah, Amy and Maya all froze for a moment. And then their laughter was audible.

“That’s the kind of bedroom talk we want to hear, Little Red,” Savannah giggled, her hand beginning to move again under her dress.

The permission recalibrated everything. I reached forward and took her legs — one in each hand, my fingers closing around her calves — and pulled. Her body slid toward me on the sheets, the fabric hissing beneath her, the distance between us collapsing. I repositioned. Entered her again.

Chloe squealed. A bright, involuntary sound — high-pitched, carrying surprise and sensation. I didn't pause. I thrust again. Deeper. The tightness was extraordinary — the condom barely muting the grip of her, the walls clenching around me with the reflexive intensity of muscles that had never been stretched and were responding to the stretching with everything they had.

And then I thrust again.

A sound from the chairs. Amy. A low, throaty moan that escaped through the composure she wore like armor, and I glanced over to see her leaning across the space between her chair and Savannah's, her hand on Savannah's jaw, her mouth on Savannah's mouth. The kiss was deep and unhurried and carried the heat of two women who'd spent the past twenty minutes watching and were done watching quietly. Savannah's hand was still inside her panties, the motion visible, rhythmic, and she kissed Amy back.

Maya's hand had found itself. I saw her — her dark eyes not on Amy and Savannah but on me, on Chloe, on the place where my body entered hers. The enamel flower clip in her hair caught the lamplight as her head tilted back and her lips parted and the quiet moan she released was almost inaudible.

The sight of them — all three of my women, touching themselves, kissing each other, coming apart at the seams while I fucked an eighteen-year-old girl sent a surge through me that obliterated caution. I threw the last of my restraint into the same pile as the boxer briefs and the torn condom wrapper and I fucked Chloe the way I would have fucked any woman who'd told me not to hold back. The sound of my thrusts changed — from the gentle, wet whisper of careful penetration to the percussive clap of skin striking skin, the impact of my hips against hers, the rhythm accelerating, the bed frame protesting with a creak that punctuated each stroke.

Chloe squealed. She moaned. Her small body shook with each impact, the force traveling through her frame the way sound travels through a tuning fork — total, resonant, the vibration reaching every part of her. Her breasts barely moved — too small for the dramatic motion that Savannah's would have produced — but her nipples were hard and dark pink and her stomach muscles clenched with each thrust and her mouth was open and the sounds coming from it were no longer the tentative explorations of a virgin but the full-throated responses of a woman being fucked and knowing it and wanting it.

And she was tight. So fucking tight. The condom did nothing to mitigate the grip of her. The sensation was building — not slowly, not with the controlled ascent I'd mastered over decades of practice, but rapidly, urgently, the tightening at the base arriving like a train I hadn't heard until it was too close to stop.

I pulled out.

The separation was abrupt, graceless — my cock leaving her with a wet sound, the cool air hitting the condom's surface, my body trembling with the effort of stopping a process it desperately wanted to complete. I stood at the edge of the bed, my jaw locked, my hands on her thighs, my eyes closed, breathing through the almost-climax the way you breathe through a cramp — short, focused bursts, riding the wave without letting it crest.

Chloe propped herself up on her elbows. Her face was flushed, tear-streaked, her hair tangled, her expression shifting from the drowning pleasure of ten seconds ago to the sharp clarity of alarm. She blinked.

"What's wrong? Did I do something wrong?"

"No, you're great. I just — I need—"

"Oh my God." Savannah's voice cut across the room like a blade wrapped in velvet. Her hand had stilled. Her eyes were bright and her mouth was wide and the expression on her face was the purest delight I'd ever had the misfortune of being the target of. "That teenage pussy almost made you pop?"

I turned. "Shut it. I just need a minute."

"Wow." Savannah sat up straighter, her smile reaching dimensions that should not have been anatomically possible. "When we were in the bathroom, I was telling Chloe all about your amazing stamina. How you can go for hours with three hot women. The endurance. The control. The iron will of Cole Hartwell."

"But all it takes," Amy said, is one tight eighteen-year-old pussy and you just lose all control."

"You didn't do anything wrong, Chloe." Maya's voice, from her chair, low and carrying the bone-dry, faintly unsettling humor that was her native register. Her dark eyes were calm. Her hand was still in her jeans. "Cole's just really attracted to little girls. Maybe those Epstein posters weren't that far off."

"SHUT THE FUCK UP."

The words erupted from me with a force that rattled the lamp. The room went silent for exactly one beat — the held breath before the break — and then all four of them were laughing. Savannah's laugh was the loudest, the full-body, table-shaking laugh that bent her forward and made her hair fall across her face. Amy's was controlled but genuine, her shoulders shaking, her hand pressed to her mouth. Maya's was quiet, almost soundless, but her eyes were streaming. And Chloe — small, naked, freshly fucked Chloe, still propped on her elbows with her legs open and her hair a mess and the evidence of recent tears on her cheeks — was laughing too. Openly. Without restraint. A real laugh, giggly and bright and young, the sound of a girl who'd found herself in an absurd situation and had discovered, to her evident surprise, that the absurdity was hilarious.

"Um, I'm sorry, Mr. Hartwell," she said, and the giggles were still in her voice, breaking the words into small, breathless pieces. "Should I — should I try to move less or something?"

The laughter redoubled. Savannah actually slapped her own knee. Amy looked at the ceiling as if asking it for patience. Maya pressed her face into her hands and her shoulders shook silently.

I stood at the edge of the bed with my condom-sheathed cock glistening and my manhood under siege from four women who were, collectively, the most important people in my life and who were, individually, the most infuriating. The absurdity was not lost on me. The comedy of the situation was not lost on me. What was lost — temporarily, humiliatingly — was my composure, and the only way to reclaim it was to do what I did best.

Take control.

"Turn over," I said.

The laughter didn't stop immediately, but it thinned. Chloe heard the shift in register — the same shift Savannah heard when I meant something, the tone that traveled from suggestion to command without raising its volume. She rolled. The motion was graceful despite her inexperience — her body turning on the dark sheets, her hair sweeping across the pillow, her limbs rearranging into the position I'd indicated before I'd even finished indicating it. On her stomach. Face down.

I took her hips. Lifted. She came up — light, responsive, her body following my hands the way water follows a tilt — and I positioned her on all fours. Hands and knees on the mattress, her back arched, her head down, her copper hair falling forward to curtain her face. And her ass — small, yes, but shaped with the unexpected perfection of something that had been designed rather than assembled. Heart-shaped. The curves subtle but present.

I dropped to my knees on the bed behind her. Lowered my face. My tongue found her entrance — still wet, still swollen, the taste of her cutting through the faint chemical flavor of the condom's lubricant. I licked. Broad, flat strokes that covered her entirely, my tongue traveling from the front of her sex to the back and then continuing — upward, past the perineum, to the tight, private star of her ass. I licked there too. Slowly. Deliberately. And the sound Chloe made was different from any sound she'd made all night — a shocked, breathy moan that carried the particular pitch of a sensation she hadn't known existed, the surprise of pleasure arriving from an unexpected direction.

She was still giggling. Faintly — the residual tremors of the laughter still running through her, small sounds escaping between the moans, the overlay of humor and arousal creating something that was uniquely Chloe and uniquely this night. The giggles vibrated through her body and into my mouth and I found, to my own surprise, that the sound turned me on more than the moans had — the lightness of it, the joy, the evidence that she was not merely enduring this experience but inhabiting it, finding it funny and frightening and wonderful all at once.

I stood. Positioned myself behind her. Entered.

There was no preamble this time. No gradual introduction, no incremental accommodation. I pushed in — firm, deliberate, the full length of what she could take arriving in a single, sustained stroke — and the giggling stopped. Replaced by a moan that was low and long and came from a place in her diaphragm that the giggles had never reached. I gripped her hips. My fingers dimpled her skin — the pale, freckled surface compressing under my hands, the bones of her pelvis small and sharp beneath the thin layer of flesh. I pulled her toward me as I thrust forward, the dual motion doubling the impact, and the sound of our collision was sharp and wet and echoed off the bedroom walls.

I did not stop. I did not slow down. I fucked Chloe with the concentrated, driving intensity of a forty-five-year-old man with a point to make, each thrust carrying the full weight of my hips and the full force of my need, the rhythm relentless, the depth uncompromising.

I slapped her ass. The sound cracked through the room — the flat, percussive report of palm against skin — and Chloe squealed.

“You wanna laugh at me, little girl?” I grunted.

“Oh, I’m… I’m sorry, Mr. Hartwell.”

Slap!

My hand came down again. Another squeal.

“You think you’re a big girl, now?” I continued. “You think you can handle a man like me? We’ll see about that.”

Slap!

In the chairs, all pretense of passive observation had been abandoned. Savannah had pushed her panties to her thighs and her fingers were working with the practiced urgency of a woman who knew exactly what she needed and was taking it without ceremony. Amy's hand was inside her pants, her composed expression fractured, her lower lip caught between her teeth, her blue eyes locked on the sight of me driving into Chloe with an intensity that had turned her clinical composure into something raw and unguarded. Maya had unbuttoned her jeans entirely, her hand moving in slow, deliberate circles, her dark eyes heavy, her breath audible across the room.

I fucked harder. The bed was shaking — the frame protesting, the headboard tapping the wall in a rhythm that matched my thrusts, the sheets bunching beneath Chloe's hands as she gripped them and held on. She was moaning in a pattern now — high-pitched, rhythmic, each squeal arriving at the peak of each thrust like a note in a scale she was ascending without knowing the destination. But she took it. All of it. Every thrust, every impact, every inch I gave her. Her small body absorbed the force the way a struck bell absorbs a hammer — completely, resonantly, the vibration traveling through every molecule of her.

"Fuck that little schoolgirl, Daddy." Savannah's voice was ragged, stripped of its brightness, carrying nothing but heat.

“Yes, pound that little teenybopper." Amy shouted, her voice cracking on the last syllable, the controlled syntax of a woman who color-coded her schedule abandoned entirely.

“Punish that baby pussy good." Maya, almost yelling, the volume control finally broken.

The bed was shaking. The room was shaking. The lamp threw its amber light in trembling patterns as the nightstand vibrated.

I held her hips. Drove into her with the jackhammer urgency of a man past the point of control, the thrusts rapid and deep. Chloe reached back — one small hand leaving the sheets, traveling beneath her, finding her own clit — and began to rub. Her fingers moved fast, frantic, the movements of a girl who'd learned her own body in private and was now applying that knowledge at maximum speed, and I felt her begin to shake.

Her eyes rolled. She screamed. Not the muffled sound behind the pillow, not the controlled moan of a woman managing her volume — a scream, full and unrestrained, the sound of a body breaking open with pleasure and not caring who heard.

Savannah followed. A cry from the chair — her voice joining Chloe's, the two sounds braiding together, her fingers strumming her clit with the desperate speed of a woman who'd been riding the edge since the first thrust. Then Maya — a lower sound, a groan that traveled upward into a gasp, her dark head thrown back, her body arching in the chair. And Amy — a sharp, bitten-off sound through clenched teeth, her thighs clamping around her own hand, her composure finally, completely, spectacularly gone.

I came. The orgasm was total — the kind that begins at the base of the spine and radiates outward through every nerve, the kind that whites out the edges of vision and turns sound to static. I felt the condom fill — the pulse of each release, the heat contained by the thin barrier, my body emptying itself.

Chloe's wetness spilled. I felt it — warm, copious, flooding around the base of my cock and running down onto the sheets, her body releasing its own evidence of the orgasm that was still moving through her in diminishing waves. From the chairs, the sound of liquid hitting hardwood — Savannah first, then Maya, then Amy, the three of them spilling onto the floor and the side of the bed in their own cascading releases, the room suddenly wet in every direction, the air thick with the scent of sex and salt and the particular musk of five bodies that had reached the end of something together.

I pulled out. Slowly. The withdrawal produced a small, bereft sound from Chloe — an involuntary whimper, the body protesting the absence of what it had just learned to accept. I peeled the condom off. Tied it. Walked it to the trash can in the corner of the room on legs that felt less reliable than they'd been twenty minutes ago, the post-orgasm tremor running through my thighs, my hands shaking now that they were no longer required to be steady.

When I turned back, Chloe was face down on the bed. Her arms were spread, her copper hair a tangle across the pillow, her small body pressed into the sheets with the boneless collapse of someone who'd been taken apart and hadn't yet reassembled. Her breathing was audible — deep, ragged, the respiratory pattern of a woman recovering from something her cardiovascular system hadn't trained for. The freckles on her back were visible in the lamplight, and her skin was flushed from hairline to the small of her spine, and the heart-shaped curve of her ass bore two faint pink handprints that were already fading.

I noticed the stain on the sheets. Small. A trace of color against the dark blue cotton — not dramatic, not the crimson I might have feared, but present. A few drops. The rust-red of virgin blood, the body's quiet record of what had changed, the physical evidence of a threshold crossed. The sight of it did something to my chest — a tightness that had nothing to do with exertion and everything to do with the responsibility of being the man who'd left that mark, the understanding that Chloe had given me something she could only give once and that the stain on my sheets was the receipt.

"Chloe," I said. My voice was gentle. Careful. "Are you okay?"

Silence. One beat. Two. Then she turned her head on the pillow, and one green eye found me through the curtain of her copper hair. The mascara was ruined — smeared, streaked, the careful work Savannah had done in the bathroom undone by tears and sweat and the friction of her face against the pillow. But the eye that found mine was clear. Bright. Carrying something that was not pain and not sadness and not any of the things I'd feared I might find there.

She was smiling.

"You've ruined me for boys my own age, Mr. Hartwell."

She shifted. Rolled onto her side. Her small body curled slightly, as she looked at Savannah, Amy and Maya.

“Can I watch you guys fuck him?” she said. “I want to see how more experienced girls do it, like, educate myself. Maybe you could teach me different sex positions?”

From the chairs — from the wreckage of three women slumped in various states of dishevelment, their hands still wet, their faces carrying the glazed, post-orgasmic softness of women who'd come hard enough to forget their own names — Savannah laughed. It was a laugh that said this girl.

Savannah looked at Amy, then Maya, then all three of my girlfriends looked at me.

“Give me some time to recharge,” I said.
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Cambria went quiet in December the way a theater goes quiet after the house lights dim — not empty, exactly, but holding its breath, the energy of the season withdrawn to somewhere private and interior. The college kids had scattered for winter break, taking with them the foot traffic and the noise.

The ocean didn't care about the calendar. The ocean kept its schedule.

We stood on the sidewalk. The house was behind us. Above us, really — set on a gentle rise at the end of a street lined with mature Monterey cypress whose branches had been shaped by decades of wind into postures of permanent, elegant surrender. The neighborhood was the kind of neighborhood I'd driven through when I first moved to town and thought someday, maybe with the detached longing of a man who didn't yet know what his life was about to become. Large lots. Established gardens. The quiet, confident architecture of homes that had been built by people who understood that proximity to the Pacific was not a luxury but a condition of living, and who had designed accordingly — wide porches, salt-resistant siding, windows oriented to catch the view that never got old.

The house was a Craftsman. Two stories, dark green with white trim, a wraparound porch with tapered columns, and a front door the color of oxblood that the previous owner's real estate agent had described as "heritage red" and that Amy had immediately identified as Sherwin-Williams Rookwood Red, SW 2802, because Amy identified everything and stored the information in the filing system of her mind where it would remain, indexed and retrievable, until the heat death of the universe.

Four bedrooms. Three and a half baths. A kitchen with enough counter space to accommodate the espresso setup I was already designing in my head. An ocean view from the master that was not a sliver or a peek but a full, unobstructed panorama — the Pacific laid out like a promise, the horizon line dividing blue from blue, the bluffs falling away below the property line in a cascade of ice plant and sandstone.

I'd signed the papers at the closing two days ago. The keys were in my pocket.

"The corner room," Savannah said. She was standing with her arms crossed, her chin lifted, her ponytail swinging in the December wind, studying the house's second floor with the strategic focus of a hurdler reading a race. "Top of the stairs, southeast corner. That's mine."

"That room gets the most morning light," Amy said. She hadn't looked up from her phone, where she was — I could see from the angle of the screen — reviewing the floor plan PDF she'd requested from the listing agent and had annotated with color-coded notes. "It's also the smallest of the three secondary bedrooms by fourteen square feet."

"I don't need square feet. I need sun. My circadian rhythm requires direct morning light for optimal cortisol regulation."

"Your circadian rhythm requires whatever you tell it to require. You fell asleep at four a.m. last Tuesday watching hurdle footage on your phone."

"That was research."

"That was TikTok."

Maya said nothing. She was leaning against the cypress at the edge of the property, her hands in the pockets of her oversized denim jacket, her dark hair loose around her shoulders, the enamel flower clip absent today and replaced by nothing — her hair simply existing in its natural state, the curls moving in the wind with the unhurried autonomy of things that answered to no one. She was looking at the house. Not at the second floor, not at the bedrooms Savannah and Amy were dissecting — at the roofline. At the small, gabled window tucked beneath the peak. The attic.

"There's a room up there," she said. The words arrived the way Maya's words always arrived — after a silence long enough to make you wonder if she'd been listening, delivered in a tone that suggested she'd been having a separate, more important conversation with herself and had only now decided to share the results. "Above the second floor. Under the eaves."

"That's an attic conversion," Amy said. "Unfinished. No closet. No HVAC connection. The listing notes describe it as 'bonus space with potential.'"

"I want it."

Amy looked up from her phone.

"I'll paint in it," Maya said. "The light through that gable will be perfect. “Also, I like being above things."

Savannah snorted. "Of course you do."

"So I get the attic," Maya said. It was not a question.

“Wait, is that your bedroom too or just your studio?” Amy said.

“I need a bedroom, obviously. But the attic is mine.”

"Fine." Amy returned to her phone. Her thumb moved across the screen with the precise, rapid strokes of someone updating a document in real time. "Savannah gets the southeast corner. I'll take the room adjacent to the master. And Maya gets the last bedroom… and the attic.”

“Maybe I should take the one closest to the master.” Savannah said. “So I can be closer to Cole’s bed.”

“Oh my God, are you serious?” Amy said, exasperated. “We agreed we’re not going to fight over him.”

I leaned against the porch railing and let the argument wash over me the way the sound of the ocean washed over the bluffs — constant, rhythmic, fundamentally reassuring in its predictability. They'd been at this for twenty minutes. The bedroom debate had begun in the car on the drive over and had continued through the front door and the walk-through and the moment Savannah had stood in the southeast corner room and announced, to no one in particular, that she could feel her serotonin responding to the light quality, and Amy had said that wasn't how serotonin worked, and Maya had already drifted upstairs to stand beneath the attic gable with her hands in her pockets and her face tilted toward the north-facing window like a flower finding the sun.

They were going to live here. With me. In this house, on this street, in this town that I'd come to broken and burnt out and carrying nothing but the memory of a corner office and a marriage that had dissolved like sugar in hot water.

"Which brings us," Savannah said, turning to face the group with the posture of someone calling a meeting to order, "to the schedule."

"God," Amy said. But she was already pulling up the calendar app.

"I want Friday night," Savannah said. "Non-negotiable."

“I thought we were all going to share him on the weekend,” Maya said. Like we do on Saturday night and Sunday Fun Day.”

“Right, and the weekend technically starts Friday night,” Amy added.

"Track meets are Saturday mornings,” Savannah whined. I need Friday night to just hang out with Cole and relax. Not get my back blown out in a four-person orgy.”

“Ok, fine,” Amy said, annoyance in her voice. “Do we each want two nights a piece with him then and just Saturday night is the night we all pile into the master?”

"We'll figure it out," I said, cutting the debate short. My voice carried the amused certainty of a man who'd learned, over the course of months of improbable domestic negotiation, that the three women in front of him would bicker their way to a solution that satisfied everyone and that the bickering itself was part of the satisfaction — the friction that kept the machine running, the heat that kept the house warm. "We always do."

Savannah's phone buzzed. Then Amy's. Then Maya's. Then mine.

I looked at my screen. The message was from Chloe.

The photo arrived first, before the text — a full-length mirror selfie. Chloe was standing in what appeared to be her dorm room, the background a blur of textbooks and string lights and the edges of a poster I couldn't identify. She was wearing a black dress — fitted, simple, ending above the knee — and heels that added three inches to her height and completely transformed the geometry of her legs. Her hair was down, styled into loose waves that fell past her shoulders. Makeup — not the tentative application of a girl experimenting but the deliberate, competent work of someone who'd been taught by Savannah Blake and had practiced. Mascara. A dark lip. Something subtle on her cheekbones that made her look angular and older and startlingly pretty.

She looked like a woman. Not the girl who'd knelt on my bedroom floor with her green eyes wide and her freckled hands shaking. Not the freshman who hid behind the espresso machine and apologized for existing. A grown woman.

Beneath the photo, the text:

First real date tonight! Wish me luck! His name is Tyler. He's pre-med and he's nice and he doesn't know ANYTHING about coffee, which I think is kind of refreshing??

Savannah was already typing. Her thumbs moved with the speed and precision of someone who communicated primarily through her phone and considered it an art form. I watched the message appear in the thread:

OMG CHLOE YOU LOOK INCREDIBLE, Tyler is a lucky boy. remember to do the thing with your tongue that i showed you.

Amy's response was immediate, the brevity a hallmark: You look beautiful.

Maya typed slowly.

He won't deserve you. Have fun anyway.

I typed my own message. Kept it simple.

You look great, Chloe. Have a good time. And make him buy you real coffee, not that dining hall stuff.

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again. Then Chloe's response — a single line that carried, in its brevity and its exclamation point and the ghost of a blush I could feel through the screen, the particular energy of a girl who was nervous and happy and heading out the door:

Thank you guys for everything!! I mean it. For EVERYTHING.

"So," Maya said. She'd put her phone away with the slow, deliberate motion of someone who'd finished a task and was transitioning to the next one. "I ran into Nina the other day."

The name landed with a different weight than Chloe's. Heavier. More complicated. Carrying the residue of the events it was associated with — the livestream, the exposure, the particular violation of having your private life broadcast to an audience you hadn't consented to. I felt Savannah tense beside me, the slight stiffening of her posture, the athlete's reflex of a body preparing for conflict.

"She apologized again," Maya said. Her voice was neutral — not warm, not cold, the particular temperature Maya maintained when she was delivering information rather than opinion. "Seemed genuine this time. Or at least, more practiced. She's focused on her studies. Finishing her degree. She seemed… more mature.”

"The backlash probably had something to do with that," Savannah said. The tension in her posture had eased but not vanished, a half-relaxation, the guard lowered but not dropped. "The Latte Love fans were pissed. Like, genuinely angry. Thousands of comments in one night telling her she'd violated our privacy and that she had no right to broadcast — what she broadcast." Savannah paused. The wind caught her ponytail and she pushed it behind her shoulder with an impatient hand. "I almost felt bad for her. Almost."

"Actually," Amy continued, and her thumb paused on the screen, "it really does feel like the whole Coffee Daddy thing is dying down." She held up her phone. The message on the screen was from one of our new hires.

“I gave her permission to close the campus shop early — afternoon lull, no foot traffic, no point keeping the lights on for nobody,” Amy continued. “We’re still doing good business during the rush times but… I think we can finally relax a little bit. The circus is leaving town.”

I glanced at Amy and remembered a conversation I had with her and Savannah in the downtown shop the first day that Amy’s latte art had gone viral. They had told me that there’s no predicting what will go viral on TikTok, and no predicting how long it might last before the hive mind moves on to the next big trend.

Now, the storm had passed. Latte Love was still standing. Both locations — the original shop downtown with its exposed brick and its chalkboard menu and the faint, permanent smell of dark roast and cinnamon, and the newer campus location with its cleaner lines and its student-oriented menu. The foot traffic had normalized. The lines had shortened. The tourists who'd come for the hashtag had been replaced by the regulars who came for the coffee, and the transition from spectacle to sustainability was, in its quiet way, the thing I was most proud of.

“Even still, I got three more franchise inquiry emails this week," Amy said. "Two from Southern California. One from Portland. The Portland one had a business plan attached. It wasn't terrible."

"No,” I said.

"I'm just reporting the data, Cole."

"And I'm just reporting my answer. No franchises. One shop. Two shops. That's it. That's enough."

Amy's mouth did the thing where it didn't move but somehow communicated acceptance and mild exasperation simultaneously. She put her phone in her back pocket and let it go — the subject filed, not closed, but tabled with the understanding that it would be raised again in three months and receive the same answer.

Savannah turned to me. The wind was picking up, carrying the salt smell of the Pacific and the faint, sweet decay of ice plant from the bluffs below the property. Her sundress — she wore sundresses in December, because Savannah's relationship with seasonal-appropriate clothing was adversarial at best — pressed against her legs, and her blue eyes found mine with the directness she'd been born with and would die with.

"Do you regret expanding?” she asked. "Opening the campus location. All the commotion. The protests, the Nina disaster, the — all of it. If you could go back, would you have just kept the one shop?"

The question was genuine.

I looked at her. Then at Amy, who was standing beside the porch steps with her arms crossed and her posture alert and the December light sharp on her cheekbones. Then at Maya, who'd drifted back toward the cypress and was leaning against it again, her dark hair moving in the wind, her brown eyes steady and carrying their usual depths.

Three women. Three entirely different architectures of beauty and intelligence and stubbornness and love. Savannah with her athlete's confidence and her warmth and the way she turned every room she entered into something more alive than it had been before she arrived. Amy with her precision and her dry wit and the tenderness she kept locked behind her competence like a light behind frosted glass. Maya with her silences and her depths and the way she saw the world in angles and shadows that no one else could perceive and translated them into moments of startling, devastating clarity.

The controversy had tested us. GARD had tested us. All of it had tested the thing we'd built, and the thing we'd built had held. Not because it was perfect. Because it was ours.

"I wouldn't change a single thing."

Savannah smiled, then looked at Amy and Maya, who smiled back.

"Let's go inside," I said.

Savannah went first. She took the porch steps two at a time, her ponytail swinging, her sundress catching the wind, her energy preceding her through the doorway like an advance team. Amy followed — measured steps, her hand trailing along the porch railing, her eyes already cataloguing the trim work and the column spacing and the specific shade of the heritage red door. Maya peeled away from the cypress and crossed the yard in her unhurried way, her boots quiet on the walkway, her dark hair trailing behind her.

I stepped through the door. The warmth of the house met me — the particular warmth of a space that contained the people you loved, the temperature that no thermostat could produce and no season could diminish. Behind me, the December air carried salt and cypress and the faint, permanent smell of coffee that clung to my clothes and my skin and my hands and would cling there, I suspected, for the rest of my life.

I closed the door.

Please consider leaving a review and follow my author page for updates.

The first book of my next series, Cheer Cuties, is available now.
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