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I gripped the rusted railing of the porch and stared down at the narrow, weed-cracked walkway leading to my new front door. The ocean was three blocks off, close enough for salt to cling to my lips and the wind to cut through my shirt. Up the road, a pickup shifted gears and faded into the clamor of crows. The bungalow, my so-called fresh start, looked worse than I remembered from the realtor’s shaky Facetime tour. Siding the color of spoiled cream. Paint blistered by salt and sun. The windows were streaked with sand and framed in dry rot. All mine.


It took two trips to drag my bags from the rental. I left tire grooves in the dirt, keys clenched in my fist. My chest still hurt from the flight—compressed air, recycled tension, the shoulder of a stranger who’d spent four hours clearing his throat in my ear. The property manager had left the lockbox under a loose flagstone. I fished out the code, thumbed it in, and swung the door open.


Inside, the air was sharp with old bleach and the memory of cigarettes. I pushed into the gloom, suitcases thudding along the way. There were three rooms: living, sleeping, and a kitchen wedged in the back. A single brown couch leaned against the wall, hemmed in by cardboard boxes. I walked to the window and palmed the glass, clearing a circle. The ocean, dark and shoving at the shore, appeared in the gap. I pressed my forehead to the cold and didn’t move for a minute.


The floors were scarred pine, each step a muted drumbeat. I set the bags down and listened. Nothing. The heat had blown sometime in the last decade; the only sign of life was a desiccated houseplant in the corner, leaves curled in on themselves like a fist.


I unpacked anyway. Shirts on hangers, sweaters folded into sad stacks. Shoes lined up, boots rinsed of Chicago winter and still faintly muddy. I found the old bottle of bourbon I’d stashed after the last mediation and took a pull. The burn was familiar. My ex-wife would have called it a “grounding ritual,” but she would have said it with that clipped, contemptuous tone that was her default since our therapist taught her the phrase “emotional labor.”


I set up my laptop on the splintered dining table. No WiFi yet. The realtor said the tech would come by “in a few days, maybe a week if he’s surfing.” I laughed, but it sounded like a cough. I tried the shower, then stood under the weak spray until my skin prickled. I dried off with a towel that smelled like someone else’s detergent and stared at myself in the mirror. Salt-and-pepper hair, starting to lean heavier on the salt. Blue eyes bloodshot. Face thinner than last year, crow’s feet deepening into trenches. I was only forty-five, but I looked like I’d lived through two retirements already.


I dressed and walked out onto the porch again. The wind had shifted, colder now. A gull landed on the telephone wire and fixed me with a judgmental eye. I flicked it the middle finger. It screamed back, then took off.


I sat on the steps, sipped bourbon, and watched the sky harden into twilight. My hands looked steadier than I felt. I ran my palm over the porch rail, splinters stinging the callouses. The last ten years had been a grind—mergers, meetings, that endless pissing contest with the board. I’d been COO for all of six months before a panic attack knocked me flat in the men’s room. Two months later, my lawyer called me “an ideal candidate for early buyout.” I took the money and ran, straight to this nothing town with a population smaller than my old department.


It was supposed to be a reset. Health, sanity, some kind of meaning. I could still hear my ex, on the last day, asking what I was running from. I’d said “nothing.” I lied.


The sun slid under the edge of the ocean and bled out, leaving a gray strip of cloud. I watched until the last light flicked off, then stood up, bones creaking.


The house was colder when I went in. I rolled out the mattress, the plastic crackling. I lay on top of the covers, arms folded behind my head, and stared at the ceiling fan. It didn’t work, but it had a hypnotic shape—like a fixed point, something unmoving in the drift of everything else.


I let my mind go empty, or as empty as it ever got. For a second, I thought about nothing but the sound of waves, the cheap bourbon warming my stomach, and the promise that tomorrow I could start over. I closed my eyes and let the darkness settle in.


I woke before sunrise, lips cracked and head throbbing. The house was silent except for the fridge rattling in the kitchen. For a while I lay flat, staring at the ceiling and pretending I couldn’t hear the ocean through the half-open window. When I finally stood, my spine popped all the way down. I shaved, then took a cold shower because the water heater was still on its own schedule. I dressed in jeans and a white oxford, sleeves rolled, then grabbed keys and headed out.


Cambria’s main drag was a slow slope toward the beach, lined with shops that seemed to open and close at random. The sidewalks wore a patchwork of colored chalk, hearts and initials, half a haiku about rain. A chalkboard outside the wine bar listed happy hour as “when we feel like it.” People drifted in pairs or threes, almost always carrying coffee, voices low and unhurried. I passed a used bookstore, its window jammed with old paperbacks and a hand-lettered sign: NO SELF-HELP. Next door, a tattoo parlor with a closed sign that read “MEDITATING.” The air tasted faintly of brine and lemon.


I walked slower than usual, which was the first change I noticed in myself. At my old place, I moved fast to avoid being cornered by neighbors or, worse, fellow alumni with too many questions. Here, I caught myself stopping to read street art and watch the waves hurl themselves at the breakwater. It felt unfamiliar but not unpleasant.


A block from the water, I saw the sign. LATTE LOVE, in serifed blue letters, the middle T and E almost dissolved by the sun. The windows were streaked with dust and the inside looked dark, but the word “FOR SALE” was duct-taped to the glass. For some reason, I stopped. Maybe it was the name, or the way the building seemed forgotten by everything else around it.


I stepped closer, ignoring the prickle of sweat down my back. The entrance was locked, but the threshold was worn smooth by years of footsteps. I rested my hand on the doorframe. Wood, cold and splintered. I peered inside.


The first thing I saw was the brick—one whole wall, faded red and jagged, covered in old chalk graffiti. The floor had buckled by the counter, as if a hundred people had waited there too long. Chairs and tables, mismatched and stacked, filled one side. The counter was wood, probably salvage, with rings from a thousand forgotten drinks. Behind it, the espresso machine crouched like an idol—massive, stainless, dust-dulled, but intact. I’d owned a Jura once, never used it.


The place smelled old, like paperbacks and cheap vanilla. I pressed my nose to the crack in the door and breathed in. The memory hit fast: high ceilings, ceramic mugs, the frantic, friendly chaos of the Michigan Ave Caribou Coffee where I’d written my first pitch deck at twenty-three. I hated nostalgia. Still, my mouth watered.


I stood there too long, hands shoved in my pockets, watching dust float in shafts of amber light. Eventually, a kid on a skateboard rattled past, shouted “It’s closed, bro,” then laughed and kicked away.


I kept walking, but the smell and the quiet stuck to me. I circled the block, past a pottery studio and a surf shop where nobody wore shirts. I tried to picture myself in one of these places, but all I could see was the inside of that café—empty, waiting, like someone had left a chair out for me.


When I made it back to my bungalow, the sun was sliding down the ridge, and the fog had started to unroll across the road. I stood by my porch, hands in my pockets, and stared out at the horizon until my eyes blurred. The wind picked up, and I tasted salt on my tongue.


I thought about going back, breaking in, touching every chipped mug and cold tile. I didn’t. Instead, I went inside, poured bourbon over a single ice cube, and waited for the ache in my chest to either fade or mean something.


I slept with the window open, and dreamed of cinnamon and voices.


The first thing I did the next morning was look up the listing for Latte Love. I scrolled the realtor’s site until my thumb cramped. The pictures were blurry, overexposed, and years out of date, but the address matched. I went back into town, got out my cell phone and dialed the number before I could overthink it.


The phone rang five times. On the sixth, a voice picked up—chipmunk bright, the kind that ends every sentence with a question. “This is Marcy at Cambria Realty?”


I said, “Cole Hartwell. I want to buy the café on Main.”


“Which one? There’s—”


“Latte Love.” I watched the light fracture off the shop’s dirty window. “The closed one. I’m standing outside it now.”


“Oh!” She sounded genuinely surprised, then suspicious. “It’s not exactly move-in ready. The previous owner left in kind of a—well, the place isn’t up to code, if that’s what you’re asking.”


“I don’t care about code. I want it as is.” I shifted my weight, feeling the edge of the step under my shoe. “How fast can you get the paperwork started?”


There was a pause. I could picture her scrolling through her mental Rolodex of pain-in-the-ass buyers. “Normally there’s a process—”


“Send me the disclosures, whatever. I’ll do cash.”


She hesitated again, then said, “Give me an hour. And don’t try to get inside. It’s still—uh—liability.” I hung up before she could finish.


I spent the rest of the morning walking the beach, letting the cold Pacific gnaw at my ankles. I skipped breakfast, then lunch, and drank enough coffee around town to feel like my nerves were vibrating. By the time Marcy called back, I’d memorized the cracks in the sidewalk between the bungalow and the café.


“Paperwork’s in your inbox,” she said. “If you sign tonight, we can get the keys by end of week. There are some…existing issues.”


I grunted. “Can you drop a copy by Latte Love? I want to see what I’m signing.”


She agreed, and twenty minutes later a battered Prius coasted up and spat Marcy onto the curb. She looked exactly like her voice: small, determined, with a bob haircut you could set your watch by. She handed me a manila envelope and said, “I need a witness for the walk-through.”


“I’m just looking,” I said.


She shrugged, then trailed after me as I approached the shop again. The sign was more pitiful in daylight, the letters sadder, the awning sagging with the weight of coastal fog. I gripped the door handle and pulled. Still locked.


Marcy handed me a key. “Just this once.”


Inside, the temperature dropped five degrees. The smell of coffee, dust, and something earthier—maybe mold—wrapped around my head. The sunlight made shapes on the warped floorboards, and every footstep echoed. I walked straight to the counter. There was a register, old enough for coins, and a tip jar with two quarters stuck to the bottom by what looked like a caramelized penny.


I ran my hand over the espresso machine, thumbed a chip in its black enamel. The thing was solid, imported, the kind they used in real cities. I imagined it hot and hissing, brass dials spinning, steam clouding the glass. I imagined a line out the door. It was ridiculous, but I couldn’t stop.


Marcy was talking, pointing out the flaws—the electrical box that needed rewiring, the fire exit bolted shut, the water stains on the ceiling. I nodded but didn’t listen. My mind was already measuring, calculating costs, filling the space with bodies and voices and the crash of ceramic.


We circled the shop. The back office was a shoebox with a crooked desk, three unopened letters, and a half-empty bottle of pills. I left them untouched.


When we were done, I signed everything on the hood of the Prius. Marcy watched, eyes narrow, probably already calculating her commission.


“You sure about this?” she asked.


I looked at her, then past her, at the blue line of the ocean. “I wasn’t built for retirement.”


She tucked the papers into her bag, gave a brittle smile, and said, “It’s all yours.” She drove off, radio blaring something with too much reverb.


I stood in front of Latte Love for a long time, running my hand along the battered door. My reflection in the window was pale and strange, suit replaced by a denim jacket and hands marked with new callouses. I didn’t look like the man who’d left Chicago.


That night, I barely slept. I lay awake, counting out how many mornings I’d wasted in boardrooms, how many hours lost to mergers and projections and the flat, gray taste of ambition. Around three a.m., I got up, found my old toolbox, and oiled every hinge and lock. By dawn, I was back on Main, standing in the fog with a crowbar in one hand and the deed in the other.


I unlocked the door, and the shop greeted me with a rush of cold, stale air. I stepped inside, and the floor groaned under my weight. I stood at the counter, both palms flat on the wood, and breathed deeply. Beneath the dust, I swore I could smell cinnamon, dark and bitter.


I rolled up my sleeves and got to work.
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I started at the espresso machine. It looked even meaner up close, like an artifact from a museum—maybe the Cold War era. I ran my hand over the levers and dials, feeling for cracks or sharp edges. The finish was intact, if dulled, and the power cord had only a little fraying at the plug. I plugged it into the strip behind the bar, squatted to inspect the drain, and toggled the main switch. The machine spat a blue spark and made a pained buzzing sound, but the green indicator light came on. I waited. The boiler rattled to life, hissing and then dying off. I clicked the steam valve and was rewarded with a pathetic wheeze, followed by a dribble of rusty water from the group head. 


I cursed under my breath, jaw clenching. The bastard was fixable. The old me would have called a guy. Instead, I wrote a mental list: descaling, new gasket, check heating element. I’d have to order parts. My hands were already sticky from the old sugar crystals on the counter.


Next up was the back room. I pushed through the swinging door, nearly taking it off the hinges. The hallway was barely wide enough for my shoulders. Inside, the air was thicker. The ceiling had puckered and stained from a hundred coastal storms, and every shelf in the stock closet sagged. I opened the supply cabinet. A few plastic jugs of syrup had congealed into something closer to glue. I tossed almost everything into a garbage bag, not bothering to save the inventory.


A battered janitor’s closet was wedged under the stairs, stuffed with buckets, mops, and rags. I took the mop and smacked it against the floor. Chunks of something brownish fell out. I gagged, rinsed the head in the slop sink, and wrung it out until the water ran almost clear. There were cleaning chemicals, too—industrial bleach and a stack of stained sponges. I mixed a solution until my eyes watered, then dragged the mop back to the front room.


I rolled up my sleeves. Old habit—never liked to get my cuffs dirty, even when it didn’t matter. My forearms had gone soft over the last year, but the veins still showed. I flexed, then took the bucket and started scrubbing from the entrance inward. The floor sucked up the bleach and spat out years of grime, revealing stripes of wood I wouldn’t have guessed were there. Every few minutes, I stopped to stretch my back and listen for the ocean, to remind myself that there was a world outside of this mess.


I went at the counters next, using the rough side of a sponge until the varnish came off with the dirt. There were old receipts stuffed behind the register, and when I opened the cash drawer, a family of cockroaches scattered into the baseboards. I wiped out the till with an extra dose of ammonia, then propped it open to dry.


After an hour, sweat was running down my neck and my shirt stuck to my back. I took a break, standing by the window with the mop handle for support. I watched as a seagull coasted down Main and landed on the awning across the street. It eyed me through the glass, unblinking. I gave it a nod, then kept going.


I attacked the walls, scrubbing at the stains and chalk graffiti until the brick showed through. The mortar had cracked in a dozen places, and in one spot, daylight seeped through a bullet-sized hole. I put it on the list. When I hit the corner near the bathroom, I found a patch of black mold stretching up the wall. I hesitated, then went after it with bleach and a wire brush until my arms shook. I made a note to get a professional to do a more complete search for any issues hidden in the walls.


By late afternoon, the place looked less like a condemned property and more like a tired café waiting for a facelift. The air stung with disinfectant, but at least it didn’t smell like death anymore. I stripped off my shirt, rinsed my face in the slop sink, and leaned against the counter to catch my breath.


The espresso machine still blinked at me, green and insistent. I decided to try again. I ran a fresh line from the water tank, bled the system, and pulled the main lever. This time, the boiler made a deeper, more promising thump. I filled the portafilter with the only good beans I’d found in the supply closet—probably stale, but good enough for a test. I locked it in, twisted the dial, and braced for disappointment.


A thin stream of espresso shivered into the demitasse. The crema was pale, but it came out hot and didn’t sputter. I took a sip. It tasted like burnt rubber. I smiled anyway and spit it into the sink. I cleaned the wand and set the cup down with care.


At sunset, I surveyed the shop again. The floorboards were still warped, the walls still marked, but the place was cleaner than it had been in years. I rolled down my sleeves, buttoned the cuffs, and took out my phone. I started a new list. 


Tomorrow: repair the floor, paint, order new beans, strip the counter, fix the sign. I added “get a drink” at the bottom. I stepped outside, locked the door, and watched the last rays of sun bleed down the strip.


I’d survived day one. My body hurt in a way I hadn’t felt since I was twenty. My mind was clear, for once. 


I walked home with the stink of bleach on my hands and the taste of bad coffee in my mouth. For the first time since the panic attack that nuked my old life, I didn’t feel like running.


The next morning, I was at the café by six. The marine layer was thick, enough to bead water on the lock and slick the front step. I let myself in, switched on the battered lamp behind the bar, and took stock of the space. The bleach scent had faded to something tolerable, but the damage was still in-your-face. I made another list, then started in on the floor.


The warped boards ran diagonal to the room, a design choice or just laziness by whoever built it. I wedged a crowbar under the worst of them and levered until the plank groaned. The nailheads spat rust but held. I set my jaw and leaned in, legs braced, until the board finally snapped loose. My shoulder popped. I took a breath and rotated the joint until the pain stopped.


The first half hour was demolition—loud, splintered, messy. I dragged the busted boards out back and stacked them next to the dumpster. The new planks I’d ordered from the hardware store were better than what I pulled up, but they still felt light and raw in my hands. I measured, cut, and hammered, working down the line with a rhythm that was almost meditative. After three hours, the floor was nearly even. I swept the dust and stray nails into a bucket and dumped it outside.


My hands were already starting to blister. I ignored it and moved on to the next item: paint. The wall behind the counter was the worst. It had faded from red brick to a jaundiced orange, and the sun had baked in streaks from the old neon sign. I took a putty knife to the surface, scraping away anything loose or flaking. Every pass over the mortar vibrated up my arm. The can of primer was heavier than I expected. I cracked it open and stirred, then rolled it onto the wall. The first coat sucked it up fast, leaving the bricks hungry and uneven.


I worked in silence. The only sounds were the slap of the roller and the muffled whirr of a sander I borrowed from the hardware guy. Once the wall dried, I hit it with two coats of a color called “Sea Mist.” The paint chip had looked promising—muted blue-green, not too cheerful. On the wall, it dried a little grayer, but I liked it. It looked like something you’d find in a downtown Portland bar, or maybe a West Coast airport lounge.


Around noon, I noticed movement at the window. A woman in a black parka, hands wrapped around a paper cup, stood on the sidewalk watching me work. Her hair was streaked with gray, face lined from squinting at the sun. She caught my eye, then nodded once, sharp and businesslike. I nodded back, then turned to wash out my brush. When I checked again, she was gone.


I ate lunch sitting on a milk crate, staring at the unfinished wall. My body ached. My palms burned. I pulled a Band-Aid from my wallet, taped up the worst blister, and flexed my fingers to test the range of motion. It hurt, but not enough to stop. I finished my sandwich and went back to work.


By the end of day two, the main room was transformed. The new floor gleamed. The painted wall set off the counter, and even the chipped furniture looked deliberate against the fresh backdrop. I wiped down every table and lined them up, then tossed the worst of the old chairs into the alley. The espresso machine blinked at me, patient and undefeated.


It became routine. Every morning, I’d unlock the door, walk the perimeter, and make a list of what needed doing. Electrical outlets, leaky faucet, busted tile in the bathroom. Each day I’d knock out two or three, enough to feel progress but never enough to finish. At night, I’d trudge home, body sore and mind weirdly clear. It was the opposite of my old job, where I’d come home fried but untouched by anything real.


On the fourth day, a kid skateboarded up, slammed his board against the window, and pointed at me. He mouthed something, then sped away, shoelaces flapping. I watched him go, then checked the sign from inside. The letters were starting to peel. I made a note to redo it.


More faces appeared as the days passed. A bald guy with a beard, holding a grocery sack and talking to himself. A pair of old men who paused, peered in, and walked on. Once, a woman with a stroller stopped and stared, her eyes moving from my face to the interior and back, like she was trying to decide if I was an improvement or just another idiot with a dream.


They never came in. Nobody knocked or tried the door. They just watched, cataloged, and moved on. I found I didn’t mind. The solitude suited me. Every fix I made to the shop felt like a repair to something deeper.


After a week, the wounds on my hands started to close. My grip got stronger. I could lever a plank or haul a paint can without needing to stop. I began to look forward to the physical exhaustion, the ache that settled into my bones and reminded me that the day meant something.


I didn’t speak to anyone for ten days, unless you counted the morning grunts with the hardware guy or the occasional swear under my breath when the faucet burst loose and soaked my shirt. Even then, I found myself smiling.


The café looked almost ready. The main room was painted, the floors repaired, the espresso machine cleaned inside and out. I’d even found time to sand and stain the tabletops so the rings and graffiti stood out as features, not flaws. 


I stood behind the counter, looking out at the empty room, and for the first time in years felt a flicker of pride. This was mine, every inch of it.


I made a cup of coffee, leaning against the bar while the boiler cycled up. The pour was slow and the crema weak, but I savored it anyway. I watched the sun crawl across the fresh paint, watched the shapes of the windows stretch and bend as the light changed.


When I finally left for the night, I paused outside the door and looked back through the glass. My reflection caught me off guard—tired, older, shirt stained with paint, but standing straighter than I had in years.


The next phase would be harder. But the hardest part—starting—was done.


Once the place looked like a real café, I turned my attention to the coffee. I’d never made it from scratch, not properly. At the office, we had interns to work the Nespresso, and before that, I drank whatever came out of the communal drip pot. Now, I had to learn it all over again, from the ground up.


The first step was grinding the beans. I bought a burr grinder online and spent an hour watching videos on how to dial in the right size. The sound was brutal at six in the morning—a whine that cut through the closed doors and bounced around the empty shop. I measured out exact grams, adjusted the dial by fractions, and tamped the portafilter as if my life depended on it. The first shot dribbled out, thin and acidic. The second choked the machine and came out like tar. I dumped both and started again.


By noon, my hands were stained with grounds and my tongue numb from caffeine. I tried to steam milk, but every attempt resulted in either flat water or over-frothed foam that collapsed on itself. I scrolled message boards at night, reading how-to posts written by kids half my age. They made it sound easy. It wasn’t.


Still, I kept at it. The practice was hypnotic: measure, grind, tamp, pull, taste. The smell of the beans was clean and direct, nothing like the old drip pots. Even the bad shots had a sweetness in the aftertaste if you focused on it. I started making a pot every hour, tweaking the pressure, the tamp, the water temp, logging results on a pad behind the bar.


On the third morning of this self-imposed bootcamp, I tried a new grind setting, more fine than before. I packed the portafilter, levered the handle, and watched as a thick ribbon of espresso ran into the cup. It looked right, at least. I sipped, bracing for the usual bitterness. Instead, there was a flash of something smooth, even pleasant. I let it roll over my tongue and waited for the aftertaste. It was good. Not perfect, but better than I expected.


I was about to try another pull when I caught movement outside the window. At first I thought it was a delivery or one of the usual passersby. But this was different—slower, more deliberate. A woman stood across the street, hands on hips, one foot up on the curb. She was maybe early twenties, blonde hair pulled into a stubby ponytail, and wearing navy blue running shorts and a white tank top that clung to her in ways I tried not to notice.


She looked straight at me, not shy about it, blue eyes catching the light. There was something about her posture—comfortable, almost defiant. I wiped my hands on a towel and kept working the espresso machine, pretending not to notice, but her gaze didn’t budge. 


She watched me finish a shot, dump the grounds, rinse the basket, all with a kind of quiet focus that made my neck prickle. I glanced up again. She was still there, studying me through the haze of sunlight and window grime. I wondered if she was sizing me up as a curiosity, a relic, or just a lonely old man with too much time on his hands.


Our eyes met for a half second. Instead of turning away, she lifted her chin, held my stare, and only then let her lips twitch into a smirk. She broke it first, jogging off down the sidewalk with a long, loping stride that made it clear she was used to being watched.


I poured the new espresso into a mug, took another sip, and tried to focus on the taste. But my brain kept circling back to the blonde with the thunder thighs and the unblinking stare. It was hard to shake. I spent the afternoon cleaning up the service area, reorganizing the back shelves, and adjusting the brew cycle on the drip machine. Every time I walked past the front window, I checked for her. She didn’t come back.


That night, I lay awake on top of my mattress, counting the hours until the internet guy was supposed to arrive and finish the café’s wiring. The old me would have thought about liability, security, insurance. Now, all I could think about was the way she’d looked at me—not curious or friendly, but like she was waiting for something.


I decided I would open the café as soon as the POS system was up, even if I still couldn’t foam milk worth a damn. I was tired of waiting for things to be perfect. 


And I wanted to see if she’d come back.
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I wiped down the counter for the third time in an hour. The new wood was smooth, almost soft, and I watched the grain shift under my rag. Out front, Main Street was still waking up. The surf shop guy coasted past on his bike, shoeless as usual. The only customers so far were the old men who stood outside the bakery next door, debating the weather and whether it would rain before noon. 


I put the rag down and stared at the espresso machine. I’d been fighting it all week, dialing in the grind, adjusting the pressure. The last shot was almost drinkable. Maybe today I’d finally get it right.


The bell above the door was the old-fashioned kind—tinny and shrill. It went off at full volume, and I turned, ready to tell the hardware kid from up the street that the WiFi wasn’t installed yet.


It wasn’t the hardware kid. It was the girl from the sidewalk—the runner. This time, she came in at a walk, but her body carried the momentum of a sprint. Long blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail, skin flushed with leftover heat from the run. The blue in her eyes was clean, almost clinical. She wore navy track shorts and a white tank top that looked painted on. Her calves were dusted with fine sand, sneakers squeaking faintly as she crossed the floor.


“Morning,” she said, not quite a question.


I nodded. “We’re not open yet.”


She kept coming. “I figured. Sign says ‘Grand Opening Saturday.’” She stopped at the counter, maybe three feet from me, and braced her elbows on the wood. “But the door was unlocked.”


“I leave it open to air the place out.”


“This place doesn’t look so bad anymore. Smells… kind of okay, too.” She grinned, then inhaled. “Just coffee, cinnamon… And, uh—” She closed her eyes, brow furrowing, then opened them again. “Whatever they use to clean the salt off boats.”


“Oxalic acid.”


She grinned wider. “I love when old guys know things.”


I didn’t bite. “Can I help you?”


She glanced over her shoulder, scanning the empty room, then leaned in closer. I caught a blend of vanilla and sweat, the kind of scent you only get from a full-tilt run. She said, “Are you hiring?”


I blinked. “Not yet. I only just—” I gestured to the walls, the furniture. “It’s a one-man operation.”


“Every place says that until they’re under water and can’t keep up.” She glanced at the bar, then the espresso machine. “You’re new in town. You’re gonna need someone who knows how to pull a shot, and who can run circles around the local high schoolers.”


She let the line hang there, like a challenge.


I considered her. “I’m not sure I’m ready for employees.”


She shrugged, rolled her shoulders, and I watched the muscles shift under her tank. “I’m not an employee. I’m a partner in customer service.” She gave me a look—deadpan, but it landed. “Besides, my schedule is weird. I run track for Cambria College. But the semester’s almost over, so mornings are free. You pay cash, I won’t ask for health insurance.”


Her delivery was too smooth for a college student. I asked, “You work at a café before?”


“Two, actually. The campus café, and then that place by the whale mural on Fourth.” She shrugged again. “Didn’t stick. The manager was a dick. I make better coffee anyway.”


I picked up a portafilter and weighed it in my hand. “What do you drink?”


She didn’t hesitate. “Double cortado, extra hot. Unless it’s an afternoon race day—then I go espresso tonic with two pumps ginger.”


“Espresso tonic is a crime,” I said.


She laughed. “You sound like my coach. Except he drinks Diet Coke with Skittles in it.”


I raised my eyebrows. “Is that legal?”


She grinned, teeth white and even. “It’s probably a PED, yeah.”


I tried not to smile. I set the portafilter down and leaned both hands on the counter. She was still propped up on her elbows, eyes level with mine. The light from the window hit her hair at a harsh angle, making the ponytail glow at the edges. I noticed, in a distracted way, that her nails were chewed to the quick.


She watched me watching her, not bothered. “So, bossman. Do I get a tryout, or should I just come back Friday in a miniskirt and make eyes at your actual customers?”


The word “bossman” rolled around in my head like a marble in a tin cup. “You’re pretty direct.”


“You’re pretty stubborn.” She jerked her chin at the espresso machine. “Want to see if I can pull a shot?”


I handed her the portafilter. “Show me.”


She moved behind the counter like she’d done it a thousand times. Her shoulder brushed mine, intentional but unhurried. She loaded the grinder, tapped the basket, and tamped with her thumb curled over the edge the way the pros do. I watched her hands—quick, sure, but not reckless. She locked in the portafilter, then eyed the pressure dial as she pulled the shot.


The liquid came out slow and syrupy, the crema a decent tan. She turned, slid the cup to me, and wiped her hand on the back of her shorts.


I tasted it. The acid was sharp but not punishing. The finish was clean, no ash or bitterness.


She waited, leaning on the balls of her feet. “Well?”


“Could be worse,” I said.


She exhaled, long and theatrical. “High praise.”


I gestured at the cup. “You always go this hard, or just when you’re interviewing?”


She shrugged, but it was a deliberate flex. “I like to win. Besides, I’m not gonna let some middle-aged former executive with a midlife crisis tell me I don’t know coffee.”


That one landed. I smirked. “Who told you I was a former executive?”


She glanced at my hands, at the watch I wore. “Nobody. I just have a good bullshit detector.”


I caught myself grinning, then killed it. “I can’t promise many hours.”


She waved it off. “I don’t need hours. I need espresso.”


She looked around, her gaze moving over the unfinished walls, the cracked tile, the chairs stacked in the corner. She said, softer, “I like the energy in here. It feels…honest.”


That was a word I hadn’t heard used about me in a while. I let it sit.


I said, “I don’t have payroll set up.”


“Pay me under the table. Everyone else in this town does.”


I was losing this negotiation, and she knew it. I tried for a final play. “Why here? Why not the college café?”


She tipped her head, studied me. “Because I watched you work yesterday. You’re not afraid of starting over. And you’re kind of handsome, for an old guy, anyway.” She deadpanned it so hard, I almost missed the way her ears went pink at the edges.


I ignored the compliment and pointed at the cups on the shelf. “You’ll need to wipe those down. And don’t touch the till until I say so.”


She gave a faux salute. “Yessir.”


I turned to the machine and ran a rinse cycle. I heard her settle onto a stool behind me, legs crossed at the knee, humming something off-key. I realized the place felt different with her in it—like it was suddenly a stage, or maybe just less empty.


I said, “What’s your name, by the way?”


She slid off the stool and walked up close, so close I could feel the heat radiate from her skin.


“Savannah,” she said. “But you can call me Savi if you want. Everyone else does.”


“Cole,” I said. “And don’t call me bossman.”


She grinned, then stuck out her hand. I took it, expecting a limp shake, but she squeezed, hard.


“See you tomorrow, Cole,” she said.


She let go and headed for the door, then stopped and glanced back. “You want me to bring anything?”


I hesitated, then said, “Surprise me.”


She gave a mock bow, then slipped out, the bell clanging one last time.


I stared at the door for a long moment, then turned back to the counter. Her scent lingered in the air—a little sweat, a little vanilla, and something electric.


I wasn’t sure what had just happened, but I knew the place wasn’t going to be quiet anymore.


Savannah showed up the next morning exactly when she said she would, hair still damp from a shower and eyes bright as if she’d slept ten hours instead of running laps at sunrise. She wore leggings with a high waist and a black crop top. The effect was professional, in the way a sports car is professional. She’d brought a duffel bag stuffed with notebooks and what looked like an entire row from the protein bar aisle.


“You eat breakfast yet?” she asked as soon as I unlocked the front door.


“Does coffee count?”


She wrinkled her nose. “For you, maybe. You’ll keel over by fifty if you don’t eat a carb.” She unpacked a granola bar, bit off half, and talked around the chew. “You want to start with testing, or do you want me to wipe down tables and be a model employee first?”


I rolled my eyes, but her energy made it impossible to hold a grudge. “You ever made cold brew at scale?”


She shrugged. “No. But I watched a TikTok where they did a keg in, like, ten minutes.”


I laughed before I could stop myself. “We’ll start small.”


She grinned, then strolled behind the counter like she was the one in charge. She opened the fridge, surveyed the creamer situation, and started reading every bag of beans I’d bought for opening weekend. She had opinions on each. Most were unprintable.


I let her run through the cold brew prep—she measured, poured, and timed the whole thing, narrating like it was a reality show. I pretended to be annoyed, but the precision was impressive. When she started on the espresso blends, I stepped in. “Let’s not blow out the burr grinder on day one,” I said.


She stuck out her tongue. “Let me live.”


The first shot she pulled was way too fine, the machine choking and spitting. She pounded the portafilter on the trash can and made a face. “Damn. This one’s temperamental.”


“This one’s from Milan,” I said. “Got her as a floor model off eBay. The guy said it was used in a hotel bar for three decades.”


“I bet she’s seen some shit,” Savannah said, petting the machine’s side.


I laughed again. “Want me to show you the trick?”


She nodded, so I stepped in. I rested my hand over hers on the handle and gave the portafilter a twist, just so. I could feel the flex in her knuckles—strong, stubborn. I guided her through the tamp, the wrist movement tight and quick. She looked at my hand over hers, then at me, and didn’t blink.


“Like that?” she asked, voice a little lower.


I coughed, let go, and stepped back. “You’ll get the hang of it.”


She pulled the next shot. It came out perfect.


“Good student,” I said, trying to make it sound like a joke.


She looked at the cup, then back at me, and said, “Depends on the teacher.”


The banter was relentless. If I slowed down, she’d fill the silence with stories about track meets, bad dates, or the local weirdos who haunted the college library after dark. Sometimes I caught her watching me, head tilted as if she was trying to decode what made me tick.


I caught myself watching her, too. The way her nose wrinkled when she laughed, the half-second she let her guard down when she thought I wasn’t looking. The cut of her stomach under the crop top, the way her thighs flexed when she crouched to restock the milk. I tried to keep it professional, but it was like sparring with someone who didn’t believe in pulling punches.


On Wednesday, we started testing signature drinks. I had a list: cardamom vanilla latte, ginger-mint espresso, and a dark chocolate mocha I’d cribbed from an LA roastery. Savannah’s ideas were…more creative.


“What if we did an espresso-lemonade?” she asked, eyes shining.


I just stared. “You want to mix lemon juice with coffee?”


“It’s a thing. In Sweden, or somewhere. I read about it.”


I folded my arms. “You gonna put it on the menu right next to Swedish Fish Espresso?”


She ignored me. “C’mon, live a little.”


She measured out the espresso, juiced a lemon, and stirred them together in a highball glass. It looked like a science experiment. She tasted it first, and her eyes widened.


“Oh my god,” she said, “it’s actually good. Try.”


I shook my head, but she wouldn’t let up. She held the glass right under my nose, her hand close enough that I could see the fine veins at her wrist.


“Drink,” she commanded.


I took a sip, expecting to gag. It wasn’t bad. Sweet, sharp, and somehow not a total disaster.


“See?” she crowed. “I told you. You’re so vanilla.”


I rolled my eyes, but she just beamed.


The rest of the week was like that. She tested every combination I could think of, and then made her own versions. Some were better than mine. I didn’t say so out loud, but she knew.


She moved through the space with the casual confidence of someone who’d been behind a bar forever. She started rearranging things—moving the cups to a lower shelf, stacking lids by the machine, putting the napkins in a place that actually made sense.


“Don’t touch my knives,” I warned her once. She held up both hands and grinned, then did it anyway when she thought I wasn’t looking.


In quieter moments, she’d stand behind the bar and watch the street, eyes narrowed like she was measuring the world against some internal stopwatch. The only time she ever looked less than poised was when she tried to steam milk for a cappuccino. She fumbled the pitcher, hissed when the foam went everywhere, and stuck her finger into the mess to taste it.


“Gotta admit, I suck at this,” she said, then licked the milk off her thumb in one quick motion.


I tried to look away, but it was pointless. “It’s a skill,” I said, voice dry. “You’ll pick it up.”


She shot me a glance. “You always this patient, or is it just with me?”


“I have my moments.”


She grinned. “I bet you do.”


One day, I caught her staring at the chalkboard wall, marker in hand. She turned and said, “Mind if I design the specials board?”


“Knock yourself out.”


She sketched for twenty minutes, tongue poking out the side of her mouth, and then stepped back. The list was half-legible, but her handwriting had the confidence of someone who’d never failed a test. At the bottom she wrote: “Ask about our Blonde Bombshell—now with extra shot.”


She capped the marker and looked at me. “Too much?”


I said, “I’ll allow it,” but my chest felt strange for a second, tight and hot.


Sometimes, during a lull, she’d lean back against the counter, stretch her arms over her head, and sigh. Her shirt would ride up, showing a sliver of stomach. She’d catch me looking, once or twice. She never called me on it.


One afternoon, she was restocking syrup bottles when she dropped one. It hit the floor and rolled under the sink. She crouched to retrieve it, and when she got up, her ponytail whipped around and smacked me in the face.


I flinched. She giggled.


“Sorry,” she said, not sorry at all.


She stepped in to brush imaginary dust off my shoulder. Her hand lingered longer than necessary, fingers slow, almost tender. I could smell her shampoo—coconut and something sharper. She straightened, then wiped her hand on her own hip and gave a sheepish grin.


“Occupational hazard,” she said.


I cleared my throat, stepped back, and pretended to check the grinder. I could feel her eyes on my back, waiting for a response.


The whole week was like that—a dance, or maybe a staring contest. She pushed, I resisted, and somewhere in the middle we found a rhythm.


She started coming in early, even when she didn’t have to. She brought new playlists for the Bluetooth speakers. One morning, I walked in and found her curled on the couch by the window, half-asleep, listening to the rain. Her legs were tucked under her, and her hair was loose for once, falling over her face in a messy curtain.


I watched her for a minute, then set a mug of coffee on the table by her knee. She blinked awake, looked up, and smiled in a way that was softer than usual.


“Thanks,” she murmured.


I nodded and went back to prep, but the image of her stayed in my mind all day.


Later, after we’d closed and cleaned up, she asked, “What’s your story, anyway? You got a family, or did you run away from a bad job like everyone else in this town?”


I kept wiping the counter, not answering at first.


She didn’t push, just waited.


After a minute, I said, “Divorced. One son. Grown, mostly. Corporate job nuked my nervous system. Figured I’d try something real for a change.”


She studied me, eyes unreadable.


“Does it work?” she asked.


“Some days,” I said.


She nodded, as if that was all the answer she needed.


On Thursday, we ran through a dozen new drinks for the soft opening. She insisted on taste-testing each one. By noon, we were both jittery.


She handed me a glass of cold brew with orange bitters, and as I took a sip, she reached out and wiped a foam mustache from my lip with her thumb.


She grinned. “You had a little…”


She didn’t finish the sentence. The contact lingered, soft and deliberate. Our eyes met, and I felt a pulse run through my chest, sharp and unsettling.


She dropped her hand, but didn’t move away.


For a second, it felt like something might actually happen—a kiss, or at least a confession.


But the spell broke. She stepped back, grabbed her bag, and said, “See you tomorrow, boss.”


I watched her walk out, the late sun catching her hair in the glass.


The air was thick with coffee, sugar, and something else I didn’t want to name.


That night, I sat at the bar long after closing, replaying every move, every look. I told myself it was harmless.


I told myself I was in control.


I believed it, for a minute.


We closed the shop early that Friday. The street was quiet, the last rush of beach traffic already filtering out to the highway. Savannah counted out the till, lips pressed together in concentration, then left the register open. “Nobody’s going to rob us,” she said. “Not unless the old men next door want a cut of the action.”


I let her run her mouth. My head was full of numbers—the day’s sales, inventory, ratios. Also, the way she looked in the fading light, skin brushed gold and hair tied back but starting to come loose. There was a low, humid glow to the room. Everything felt a little softer, a little more private.


She’d landed on the day’s best drink by accident—a mocha-mint concoction that I wanted to hate but kept going back for. “It’s like a Thin Mint, but with edge,” she’d said, and poured herself a double.


She sat at the window table with two glasses—hers and mine—and motioned for me to join. I brought over the tray of pastries we’d been taste-testing. She popped a crumb into her mouth and started in.


“So,” she said, “tell me something real.”


I snorted. “What do you want? My deepest trauma?”


She grinned. “No, I mean, like—why leave Chicago? Why open a café? You could have done anything, right?”


I shrugged, watching the sunlight fade across the window. “Burned out. Needed a reset. Coffee’s honest. It’s predictable.”


She gave me a look. “That’s the opposite of what I’ve seen. Everything here is chaos.”


“Chaos is honest, too,” I said, but I was only half-listening. I watched her swirl her drink, watched the way she flicked her wrist and twisted a strand of hair when she wanted to listen. There was nothing casual about her focus; she dialed in like it was a race.


She went quiet for a minute, then said, “Most people I know run from something. Or someone.”


I reached for a scone, broke it in half. “I ran from a bad marriage and a worse job. I’m not special.”


She held my gaze. “You seem special.”


The line was so open it almost stopped the conversation. I felt my cheeks go hot, which was new.


She switched tactics. “Tell me about your son.”


I didn’t expect that. “He’s twenty. In college. Plays guitar, listens to bands I don’t understand.”


“Is he like you?”


I considered that. “I hope not.”


She smirked. “That’s what all parents say.”


We kept talking. The sun slipped lower, the air inside warm and thick. I watched her posture—always half-forward, like she wanted to jump out of her seat and sprint. Every time she laughed, she touched her face or played with her hair. At one point she sat cross-legged, knees brushing against mine under the table, but she never moved away.


After a while, I realized my glass was empty. I reached for the pitcher on the table and tried to pour, but the lid stuck. I twisted, and the whole thing jerked forward, splashing mocha-mint all over the table. It spattered my shirt, then hers.


She gasped. “Smooth move, boss.”


I grabbed napkins, handed her a wad, but she leaned across and started blotting my sleeve. Her hand was small, but the grip was firm. She wiped at my arm, then looked up at me, face close enough that I could see every line in her irises.


She smiled. “Guess I’m not the only one who needs help sometimes.”


Her fingers lingered on my forearm. I didn’t move. The room was silent except for the faint tick of the wall clock and the slow roll of the ocean outside.


She let go, slowly, like she wanted to give me time to react. I didn’t. I just sat there, pretending it was nothing. But my pulse was up, my hands shaking the way they used to after an all-nighter on the job.


She leaned back, watching me. Not in a challenging way—just waiting to see what I’d do.


I wiped the table, tried to focus on the mess instead of her. But her leg was still pressed against mine, steady as a heartbeat.


We cleaned up in silence. She dumped the napkins, washed her hands at the sink, then turned and leaned against the counter. She was looking at me like she could see through the shirt, through the skin.


“I should go,” she said, but didn’t move.


“Long run tomorrow?” I asked, voice low.


She shrugged. “Yeah. Maybe. Or maybe I’ll just sleep in and mess with your opening day.”


She stepped closer, closed the gap between us. For a second, I thought she might actually kiss me. Instead, she just put her hand on my shoulder and squeezed.


“I’ll see you tomorrow, Cole.”


She walked out, ponytail swinging. At the door, she stopped and looked back.


“Don’t stay up all night obsessing,” she said, eyes narrowed in a way that made it clear she knew I would.


The bell jangled, and then she was gone. The room felt bigger, but emptier.


I wiped down the tables again, running over the same spot until it shined. The smell of mint and chocolate lingered. I poured myself another glass, took a sip, and leaned against the counter in the dark.


For the first time in a year, I wanted the sun to come up fast.
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The sun wasn’t up yet, but I was. I unlocked Latte Love while the street was still blue with shadow, the only sound a distant surf and the hungry caw of a gull. I liked the place best at this hour, empty and waiting, the air thick with the ghost of last night’s cleaning and the faint, stubborn echo of cinnamon that refused to wash out. I flicked on the front lights and watched dust motes skitter in the air, then set to work prepping the espresso station.


Steam bloomed from the portafilter as I ran a hot flush, warming the cups and myself. I’d always liked the mechanical part of the ritual: weigh, grind, tamp, pull. It was honest work. I started dialing in a new batch of dark roast, the grinder’s whine carving a line through the silence. Even with the doors locked, I checked the window every few minutes. It was only habit, I told myself, nothing more.


She showed up earlier than expected. Savannah wore navy blue shorts cut high up the thigh and a heather-gray tank top that would have been illegal on any high school campus. She didn’t knock, just hip-checked the door open and called, “You’re here early, Bossman.”


“Could say the same,” I said, not looking up from the scale.


She strolled behind the counter, trailing the cold air from outside and something sharper—a top note of sweat, layered over vanilla body spray. She flicked the tap, washed her hands, and grabbed a towel to dry her arms. “I need a test subject. Made something weird last night and almost poisoned myself. You game?”


“Always.” I rinsed out two demitasse cups, set them on the bar.


She watched me level off the portafilter, her eyes tracking my hands. “You do that like it’s a science experiment.”


“It is a science experiment,” I said. “Just one you can drink.”


She grinned. “That’s what I love about this place. Nothing is normal.” She pulled a pouch of something from her duffel, shaking it at me. The label read: “Peppermint Mocha Protein Powder—Limited Edition.”


“No,” I said.


“You gotta expand your palate, old man.” She tore the top off, dumped a scoop into a shaker, and added a splash of cold brew. The mixture went foamy almost instantly. She poured the sludge into a shot glass and pushed it toward me, her eyes daring me to blink.


It tasted like a Girl Scout cookie got in a bar fight. She watched my face and let the silence stretch.


“Don’t say it,” she warned, before I could speak.


I wiped my mouth, set the glass down with a thunk. “It’s…inventive.”


She whooped and spun in a circle, arms over her head. The move hiked her tank up just enough to show a stripe of flat, tanned stomach. She caught me looking and winked.


“Your turn,” she said. “Surprise me.”


I went for the ginger-mint espresso I’d been working on, heavy on the citrus zest. She watched my every move, hair swinging in time with her nodding approval. When I slid the cup to her, she licked the rim before sipping, tongue darting quick as a snake.


She puckered, set the cup down. “Wow.”


“Too much?”


“No,” she said. “Perfect. Dangerous.” She edged closer, shoulders brushing mine as she rinsed her cup. She didn’t back off. “You know, most bosses would freak if someone like me started screwing around with the menu.”


“You’re not most people.”


Her smile went slantwise. “Neither are you.”


We kept working, cycling through the lineup. Each drink brought us closer across the countertop, the little collisions of elbow and hip accumulating. She started punctuating her critiques with touch—a light smack to my arm when I nailed a pour, a not-so-accidental nudge to my ribs when I teased her for using almond milk. The first time her thigh pressed against mine as we both reached for the same syrup bottle, she didn’t flinch. Neither did I.


By the time we were done, the shop was a disaster. Drips of syrup mapped a slow delta down the counter, coffee grounds dusted the steel like a black snow, and a constellation of foam speckles dotted Savannah’s tank and—somehow—her bare thigh.


She leaned against the fridge and grinned at the mess. “I feel like we should have worn goggles.”


“We’ll clean it up,” I said, but neither of us moved. “We have to. Grand opening in 90 minutes.”


She uncapped the chocolate sauce and traced a line on the inside of her wrist, then licked it off, slow. “You ever get bored of this?” she asked, not looking away.


“Never,” I said, and meant it.


She sidled up and offered her arm, the crook of her elbow sticky with chocolate and coffee oils. “Here. Try.”


I hesitated, but only a second. I bent down and licked the line clean, careful to catch the last drop with my tongue. The flavor was sweet, but her skin was sweeter. I stood up, eyes level with hers.


She didn’t smile this time. Instead, she stepped in, close enough that I felt her heat. “You’re not what I expected,” she said.


“Good,” I replied. My voice was rough. “I don’t want to be.”


For a long minute, we stood like that, the background noise of the espresso machine filling the silence. I wondered if she’d make the next move. I hoped she would. Instead, she broke the moment with a slap to my chest, light but meant.


I cleaned up the worst of the mess while she refilled the ice bin and started prepping for the day’s opening. Every so often, I’d catch her looking at me, head cocked like she was replaying the last hour in her mind. I liked it. I liked her.


She moved with the economy of an athlete—each gesture efficient, unhurried, but fully charged. When she reached up to stock the cups, her tank rode up and I caught a flash of hipbone. She saw me see, and held the pose a second longer than necessary.


Then she turned toward me.


“We have time for one more taste test?”


“We open in 30 minutes.”


“I won’t make a mess in the cafe, I promise.”


“Where will you be making a mess?”


“I saw something I want to try in your crates of ingredients in the back.”


I looked at my watch. “Ok, one more experiment. Hurry up.”


I kept my hands busy, but my ears tracked every footstep, every thump from the prep room, imagining every possible disaster. After three minutes, only her head appeared in the doorway. Her face was flushed, eyes wild.


“You got a sec?” she said.


“Depends. Am I about to get hit with a Nerf gun?”


She shook her head, the ponytail gone, hair loose around her shoulders. “Just come here.”


I wiped my hands on a towel and stepped through the swinging door. The prep room was dark except for a slant of sunlight coming through the window above the sink. Savannah was hiding behind a tower of boxes as I entered.


I stepped closer, she stepped out, and I almost had another panic attack, just like the one in Chicago.


Savannah was wearing only a smattering of whipped cream, artfully piped in loose, swirled shapes across her chest and hips. Caramel sauce streaked her thighs and arms, pooling in sticky half-moons at the base of her throat and the small of her stomach. Her nipples were masked only by the thinnest swirl of cream, which was already beginning to melt and slide.


She grinned at my face, which must have looked ashen or idiotic.


“New menu item,” she said. “Want a taste?”


I opened my mouth. Nothing came out. I’d prepped for every possible disaster—broken glass, power outage, spilled ingredients. I hadn’t prepped for this.


Savannah stepped forward, the heels of her bare feet sticking to the tile with tiny, obscene sounds. She stopped close, not quite touching, and let me breathe her in. The perfume of vanilla, the sickly-sweet punch of caramel. Her hands went to her hips, fingers curling just shy of the whipped cream border.


“Say something,” she whispered, lips close enough that I felt the word rather than heard it.


“This is—” I started, but she shook her head.


“Don’t ruin it. Just do it.”


She tipped her chin, exposing the column of her neck and the stripe of cream running from jaw to collarbone. The invitation was too much to refuse. I leaned in, tongue finding the patch of whipped cream just below her earlobe. The taste was sugar and cold air and, underneath, the live-wire heat of her pulse.


She shivered, and the sound she made was half-laugh, half-moan.


“Good?” she asked.


I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.


Her hand found my shoulder, squeezing hard enough to leave marks, then slid up to the back of my neck.


She smirked, tongue darting out to catch a drip of caramel on her lip. “Don’t tell me you’re full already.”


I didn’t answer. I took her jaw in my hand, fingers slick with syrup, and bent down to kiss her. The cream smeared between us, sweet and cold, and her mouth was wet and hungry. She opened for me, the kiss deep and uncontrolled, her nails digging into my shirt and then under it, hot and insistent.


She tasted like every bad decision I’d ever made, and I wanted more.


She pulled back only to breathe, then pressed her mouth to my ear, voice gone jagged. “My little pussy’s so wet. I’m making even more cream, just for you.”


She stepped away, just a foot, then bent forward and planted both hands on the prep table. The position exposed the curve of her ass. She looked over her shoulder and raised an eyebrow.


I knelt down, put my hands on her hips to steady myself and buried my face into her from behind. She had placed a line of whipped cream down the crack of her ass and I eagerly smeared it all over myself as I rubbed my face back and forth across her womanhood. After I had licked up every last bit of cream, she turned and pushed herself up to sit on the prep table. She pulled me forward, still on the ground below her, and draped both legs over my shoulders.


The floor was cold, but the rest of her was volcanic. I traced the cream and caramel up to her belly button with my tongue, then dropped back down and put my tongue to work. She twined her hands in my hair and guided me.


“You like that flavor, Daddy?”


“Mmm-hmm,” I moaned into her.


“That’s right, I’m gonna drip my special sauce all over your face.”


I centered my tongue over her clit and brought my hand up from below, slipping two fingers inside.


“Ohh, that’s right, stir my cream, Daddy. Faster. Right there. Oh, fuck. Stir my little college cunt!”


My fingers moved faster. And then faster again. I swirled her clit with my tongue and she locked her legs around me, her powerful track star thighs locking me in place. I couldn’t get up even if I wanted to. The caramel on her legs smeared into my hair. I didn’t care.


I sucked her clit with everything I had.


“Oh, god. I’m gonna… I’m gonna fucking froth for you!”


Savannah’s entire body shook, rocking the prep table as she came. Her orgasm washed over her and her special cream washed over my face. I rubbed myself in it, opening my mouth.


“Yes, yes, yes, drink it, drink it, Cole, drink all of me!”


As she calmed, I got to my feet and she wasted no time. She leapt off the table, grabbed my shirt and yanked it off. My pants were down by my ankles two seconds later. 


Savannah grabbed the only whipped cream canister we hadn’t knocked from the table and sprayed a dollop across the top of my shaft.


Then she dropped to her knees and took me in her mouth. The combination of heat, cold and her tongue making my vision go white. 


“You like watching your favorite little barista on her knees,” she cooed.


I opened my eyes and watched her fuck her mouth on my cock while staring up at me.


“Holy shit,” I said, unable to do anything else.


She sucked me with a ferocity I’d never felt before. Any plans I had to fuck her were fading fast. I was surprised when I felt the tension building.


“Wait, slow down,” I tried to warn her.


“No, give it to me.”


“Savannah!”


“Serve it to me, Daddy. I want a piping hot shot right on my pretty little face!”


She stroked me with one hand, milked me with her mouth, and I let go.


“Oh, fuck yes, cover me, cover me, fucking ruin me,” she cried as the first rope hit her. 


I took my cock into my own hand and pumped furiously. Rope after rope splattered her mouth, her cheeks, and her eyes. She kept her eyes open anyway, and then took me back into her mouth when I dropped my hand, being sure not to miss a single drop. My shoulders sagged.


She let me out with a final plop, licked her lips, then stood and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “You should see yourself right now,” she said, eyes bright with victory.


“I could say the same,” I laughed, as I watched my cum drip down to her chin.


I looked around the room. Whipped cream and caramel were all over the floor.


Savannah looked at me, then at the mess, then at me again.


“We’re fucked if the health inspector comes,” she said.


“Worth it,” I said.


Just then, we both heard the bell from the door at the front of the shop. 


“Aw, fuck!” I whispered.


Neither of us had remembered to lock the entrance. I looked at my watch. 10 minutes until the grand opening, and someone had just ignored the CLOSED sign and let themselves in early.


“We’ll be with you in a minute,” I shouted from the other side of the door to the back room. “Still getting ready for the big opening!”


Savannah smirked at me, and we both ran to the sink in the back room to wash up.
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The first customer thankfully took their order to-go and we had a few minutes to ourselves.


“I’ll get the pastry case,” Savannah said, already moving. “Are we putting out the lemon bars, or just the croissants and that death muffin thing?”


I caught the question on the second repeat. “Croissants for now. Lemon bars after ten. That’s when the sugar addicts start crawling in.”


She gave a mock salute and started in on the display. She went on about her business, humming an off-key version of some 80s song I was surprised she knew, occasionally stopping to stretch or pop the bones in her neck. I started a batch of drip, then checked the time again.


“You need me to do anything with the register?” she asked, glancing up.


I hesitated. “You ever run a POS before?”


She smirked. “I worked campus dining for two years. I could do it in my sleep.”


She came around the counter and waited, close enough that her arm brushed mine. I could smell the remnants of caramel on her.


I pulled up the system and walked her through the screen. She followed the movements, absorbing each step without comment. Once, her hand landed on my forearm as she pointed to a button I’d missed, and the shock of it ran straight to my gut. But she just grinned, took her hand away, and went back to work.


“Easy,” she said. “I can do the drawer count before you even get your first shot down.”


“Not a contest,” I said, but she just raised her eyebrows.


“Everything’s a contest,” she replied.


I watched her load the cash drawer, eyes flicking back and forth as she counted bills with the speed of a card shark.


I was still trying to clear my head after our little tryst in the back. I dropped a spoon and bent to pick it up.


“You good?” she asked, the tone light, but with a knife underneath.


“Fine,” I said, which was only partly a lie.


She stepped back, hands on hips. “You’ll get another chance to grind my little bean, Bossman. But duty calls. Get your shit together.”


“I thought I told you to stop calling me, Bossman.”


“I could call you ‘Daddy’ in front of the customers.” 


She smirked and then changed the subject before I could reply.


“You want me to cover the register to start, or should I run the floor?”


I hesitated. I’d planned to keep her behind the bar, at least for the first few hours, but the thought of her out front—working the room, dazzling every college guy in a ten-mile radius—made my skin itch.


“Start with the register,” I said. “We’ll switch if it gets busy.”


“Bossman,” she said, with a little mock bow. “As you command.”


She slid behind the counter and started wiping down the surfaces, every so often glancing up to see if I was watching. I was. I couldn’t help it.


I double-checked the lights and the signage.


Finally, the moment arrived. I stood by the front door. Savannah sidled up next to me, still drying her hands on a towel. She didn’t say a word, but her eyes were alive, the electric blue crackling under the overheads. For one second, she looked at me like she had last night—hungry, unsatisfied, not the least bit ashamed. Then it was gone, replaced by the same easy smile as always.


“Let’s do this,” she said.


I flicked the sign to OPEN and stepped aside.


In that single moment, it felt like the world was split in half. To the outside, I was the new café owner, calm and collected, pouring drinks for the morning crowd. But inside, every cell in my body was still in that prep room, still on fire from the taste of her, still desperate for more.


I took my place behind the counter, hands steady on the portafilter, and waited for the day to begin.


The first customer after our official open was an old man in a Giants cap, looking for the bathroom. I pointed him toward the back, and Savannah made a show of welcoming him to “the best caffeine source on Main Street.” She managed to get a smile out of him, and a promise to try the house drip on his way back out.


For the first twenty minutes, it was a slow parade of the expected: bakery regulars, the tattoo artist from next door, a handful of tired locals who all seemed to know Savannah from her morning runs or college meets. She greeted them with easy confidence, her voice full of inside jokes and trash talk, like she’d been working the place for years. I watched her in action, half-proud and half-unmoored by how much I liked seeing her like this.


The morning light found its way through the big front window, warming the bar and washing the color from everything. Savannah seemed to get more alive as the place brightened, her movements sharper, her eyes darting to every customer. She had a way of leaning in, elbows braced on the counter, that made people want to spill their stories—or at least, their credit cards.


It didn’t take long for the first group of college boys to appear. They showed up in a pack of four, all board shorts and sunburnt faces, already reeking of salt and whatever cheap cologne was trending on TikTok. They clocked Savannah instantly. You could see it in the way their bodies shifted, a subtle recalibration of priority from caffeine to spectacle.


She gave them the same smile as everyone else, but they hung on it longer. The first one ordered a caramel macchiato, but the way he said it made you think he’d never pronounced either word before. The second went for a cold brew with extra oat milk, shooting me a look like he expected me to challenge his manhood for it. Savannah didn’t miss a beat, keying in the order and narrating her every move.


“First day, and we’re already getting requests for off-menu,” she stage-whispered. “Should I be scared, boss?”


I grunted, tamped the grounds harder than necessary, and started the shots. The machine spat and hissed. I kept my eyes on the line, but my attention drifted to the way the boys tracked Savannah’s hips as she ducked to grab cups from the low shelf, or the way her shirt rode up when she stretched for the syrup bottles.


She kept up a steady stream of banter, volleying every dumb joke back at them twice as fast. When the third guy leaned on the counter and asked if she ran track for Cambria, she nodded. “Hurdles and the four-by-four. You look like you’d pull a hamstring just watching.”


He turned red, then recovered with a clumsy, “Maybe you could, like, coach me sometime?”


“Only if you promise not to die,” she shot back, handing him his drink.


The register dinged, and she moved on to the next. I watched from behind the espresso machine, every nerve standing on end. I tamped the next portafilter so hard the basket squealed. I noticed the customer in front of me flinch, then cover with a nervous smile.


Within an hour, the place was packed. Savannah handled the rush with the grace of someone who’d been running from one disaster to the next her whole life. She flirted, bantered, and even scolded, sometimes all in the same sentence. When a pair of surfer guys started arguing over who got to pay, she solved it by taking both their cards and charging them equally. “You can Venmo each other for the difference,” she said, tossing the receipts into the tip jar.


I kept making drinks, but my eyes were drawn to her, the way she worked the room, the way the customers followed every move she made. I started grinding the beans finer, dosing out each shot with obsessive precision, just to bleed off the energy.


At 10:30, a lull hit. I leaned on the counter and tried to slow my pulse, but then a new group came in—a trio of college boys, all athletic and overconfident.


Savannah greeted them with a playful, “Hey, boys.”


They took it as a challenge. The tallest one—a redhead with a spray of acne and the build of a linebacker—leaned in and asked, “You the runner girl from State?”


She nodded. “Yup. Savannah. And you’re the guy who finished last at regionals, right?”


His friends cracked up and he turned a deeper shade.


She took their orders—three doubles and a single black coffee for the one who was probably on keto. As I worked the machine, I felt the tension in my shoulders start to burn.


When I finished the last espresso, the redhead tried his best pickup line. “You should come to our house party Friday. They’ll be a million people there. You’d be the hottest girl by a mile.”


She cocked her head, like she was debating it. Then she said, “Being the hottest girl sounds like a lot of pressure. If your friends want eye candy, you should invite your Mom.”


The guy froze. His friends cracked up again. I nearly choked on my own laughter.


But then he shifted tactics. “Okay, but if you come, you have to promise to teach me how to hurdle. Can I get your number?”


He slid a phone across the counter, the screen open and ready for her to type.


Savannah looked at the phone, then at me. Our eyes met, just for a second.


I didn’t hesitate. I reached across, slid the phone back, and said, “We don’t give out personal information here. House policy.”


The words came out colder than I’d planned. The guy blinked, his face falling, then recovered with a muttered, “Whatever, man,” and slunk off with his friends.


Savannah watched the whole thing, not saying a word.


I busied myself with cleaning the steam wand, keeping my hands occupied, my eyes anywhere but her.


She waited until the boys were gone, then sidled up next to me at the counter. She leaned in close, her voice so low it barely carried.


“I must be really good at sucking dick if you’re getting territorial with me already.”


I didn’t answer. I wiped down the drip tray, then set the towel aside and took a breath.


She leaned closer, until I could feel the heat of her on my arm.


“I like Jealous Bossman,” she whispered.


I turned, meeting her gaze. Her eyes were full of mischief, the blue more electric than ever.


“Good,” I said, voice rough. “And stop calling me that.”


“Never,” she smiled, then went back to the register as the next customer walked in, hips swinging just a little more than before.


The morning went on, the rush unrelenting, but I felt the shift between us—a new line drawn, a game in play. Each time a guy stared too long or lingered at the counter, Savannah made sure I saw it. Each time, I worked the espresso harder, pressed the tamper until my knuckles went white.


At noon, the shop finally emptied out. Savannah perched on a stool behind the bar, legs crossed, sipping the dregs of her own cold brew. She watched me move around the counter, eyes never leaving me.


“You know,” she said, “I was gonna give him your number instead.”


I snorted. “He couldn’t handle me.”


She laughed, the sound loud and wild.


“Okay, well, that’s the end of my shift, I gotta get to campus.”


I felt a pang of disappointment hit me. It must have shown on my face.


“Aww, did someone catch feelings already?” she cooed, jumping off the stool and running toward me.


“Shut up,” I said, but I was laughing.


“You remember I’m still in college, right? I have classes, track practice, other activities—a whole life I have to deal with?”


I smiled at her, and briefly thought about asking her to come back in the evening, maybe for dinner, but didn’t want to push too hard. “Go do life.”


“See you tomorrow, Bossman.”


The bell clanged, and she was gone.


I stood in the empty café, heart still hammering, the echo of her footsteps rattling around my head.


I walked into the back and started cleaning up the mess we had left behind.
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The opening hour the next day was all grind: portafilter, tamp, shot, milk, repeat. We didn’t speak, but she worked in my orbit, close enough that the heat off her skin cut through the cold front I’d been building since dawn. I watched the clock, willing the minutes forward, until a slow patch hit at quarter after eight. Three tables occupied, the bakery crowd shifting to the next coffee shop in their orbit, just two girls huddled at the back window and a single college kid at the bar.


He was early twenties—thick brown hair, slouched shoulders, brand-new North Face zipped to the chin. I pegged him for the “sophomore who still calls his mom every night” type. He ordered a caramel latte with extra whip, then settled in with a battered MacBook and the kind of hangdog stare that said he’d be here until closing.


Savannah eyed him as she loaded the dishwasher, then called over, “You want that with cinnamon or chocolate dust?”


He looked up. “Uh, which one’s better?”


She leaned in, eyes wide. “Depends if you like it sweet or dangerous.”


He blushed, right on cue. “Uh, dangerous, I guess.”


She grinned. “Coming right up.”


I started the order, steaming the milk to a low purr. Savannah propped her elbows on the bar and watched the kid, her chin cupped in one hand. The pose was practiced, but there was a laziness to it—like she was bored, or maybe just showing off for someone else. I kept my eyes on the steam wand, but the hiss and pop of the milk didn’t cover her voice.


“So what are you working on?” she asked.


He shrugged, but you could tell he wanted to be interesting. “A paper. Sociology.”


“That’s a major?” she said, playing dumb. “What do you even do with sociology?”


He smiled, a little defensive. “I dunno. Maybe teach. Or work for the government?”


Savannah cocked her head, feigning interest. “You look like you could do FBI, if you worked out.”


He laughed, probably the first real one he’d managed all week. “Yeah? You think?”


She leaned forward, lowering her voice. “Oh, definitely. You’d be the hot agent who gets all the confessions.”


She reached across the counter to slide him a napkin, her hand brushing his as she did. I saw it happen—her thumb barely grazing his knuckle, but it sent a bolt through both of them. The kid’s face went cherry red.


I poured the shot, slammed it a little harder than necessary, and watched the crema bloom. Savannah didn’t miss a beat.


She said, “You want extra foam? I can make it a tower.”


He nodded, totally out of his depth. “That’d be awesome.”


She winked, and then turned to me, voice bright. “Cole, can you do that foam art thing?”


I leveled her a stare. “He wants extra. Not art.”


She smiled, teeth flashing. “I bet you could do both.”


I didn’t answer. I poured the milk, pulled the pitcher high, then dropped it in tight, layering the foam until it crested above the cup. I added a dusting of chocolate, then set it down in front of the kid. 


He lingered for a good ten minutes after the cup was empty, pretending to type but really just watching her move around the café. She must have caught his gaze a dozen times, each time returning it with a tiny smile or an eyebrow raised, letting him feel like he was in on a secret. She did it with everyone—old men, frazzled Dads, awkward teenage boys. 


I had heard her banter with the guy who asked for her number yesterday and I knew that being flirty and outgoing was just her personality. Still, I could feel the heat at the back of my neck, a sour pressure building under my jaw.


She caught me staring at her again and Savannah straightened up, brushed hair from her face, and looked over at me with a “What?” expression.


I started wiping down the espresso machine, the cloth biting into my palm. The metallic tang of bitter coffee stung my nose. I tried to slow my breathing, but every muscle was tight, every nerve close to snapping. I could feel her eyes on me, the smile still flickering at the corners of her mouth.


She loaded the dishwasher, then, out of nowhere: “Are you gonna get jealous every time?”


I didn’t answer. I finished the wipe down, tossed the rag into the bin, then turned to her.


“Back room. Now,” I said, voice flat.


She looked surprised, but only for a second. Then she smiled—a small, secret one—and followed me past the grinder, through the swinging door, into the cramped closet of a prep space. The espresso machine hissed behind us, a dying animal.


I shut the door, the click louder than I wanted.


She folded her arms, hips cocked. “What’s up, Boss?”


My jaw was locked so tight my teeth ached. The taste in my mouth was acid, bitter and cold.


I took a breath, then said, “What are you doing out there?”


She shrugged. “What do you mean?”


“You know exactly what,” I said. “You flirting with customers. The act. You’re doing it on purpose. You’re trying to push my buttons.”


She leaned back against the wire rack, arms still crossed, chest rising and falling under the thin cotton of her t-shirt.


She said, “You wanted this place busy, didn’t you?”


“Yes, but—“


 She pressed forward, closing the gap, her breath hot and ragged.


“There’s research out there that shows that the more attractive the waitresses are, the better tips the customers leave. Or they become more likely to stay at the table for a while and order more drinks, more food.”


“So that’s the only reason you’re flirting with any male with a pulse. Because you want to make me money.”


“Fuck you, I want to make myself money. That guy with the extra foam tipped me 20 bucks, and said he’ll be back tomorrow.”


“He’ll be back tomorrow so he can ask for your number, too, Savannah.”


“And then I’ll let him down easy. God, I thought you being jealous yesterday was kind of cute, but if you’re gonna try and control me, maybe this isn’t the right job for me.”


“I don’t want to control you, I just—“


“You know how many times I’ve worked a job where some asshole told me to smile more? Or not to wear leggings because it was ‘distracting’? You know what it’s like to have your whole personality reduced to a body part?”


She looked away, blinking fast. Her hands shook, and her shoulders drew inward, as if she was trying to vanish inside the seams of her shirt.


I realized this argument was getting away from me.


“My whole life,” she said, voice quiet now. “My whole fucking life, I’ve been nothing but a pair of tits or an ass in a uniform. Coaches, classmates, strangers at a gas station. Every guy who’s ever bought me a drink.”


“Savannah.”


“So I learned to embrace it. I flirt with these losers because, yeah, it does make me money, but it also gives me power. I’m the one making some young guy turn all red in the face instead of waiting for him to whisper some comment about my ass to his boys every time I bend over.


“And then I get to watch their faces fall when I finally turn them down.”


“Ok, ok, I’m sorry,” I started.


“I’ve dealt with jealous men before, you know,” she continued. “Every boyfriend I’ve ever had has tried to control me.”


“I’m not your boyfriend,” I said, and then instantly regretted it.


“Yeah, that’s kind of the point, Cole, you’re not my boyfriend, we hooked up one time, and you’re already trying to tell me what I can or can’t do.”


I felt the floor drop under me. The air in the room was suddenly thick. Savannah had worked herself up to the point where she was now visibly angry.


She wiped her eyes on the back of her wrist, and I saw the moisture.


“I thought you would be different. You’re older, so maybe you’d be more mature. I guess not.”


I visibly winced, and looked at the floor.


“Okay. I was wrong to be jealous. I get it now, I’m sorry.”


The room was silent, except for the distant hiss of the espresso machine, the drip of a faucet in the mop sink.


She said, “You gonna fire me?”


The question was so out of left field that I almost laughed. I shook my head.


“Good,” she said, with a small, broken smile. “Because I’m all you’ve got.”


She brushed past me, close enough that I could smell the salt on her skin. She hesitated at the door, then said, “I’ll be on the floor if you need me.”


And she was gone.


I leaned back against the shelf, feeling it bite into my shoulder blades. The room felt smaller than before, the air heavier.


I stayed there for a long time, staring at nothing, listening to the echo of her voice.


Then I went out and poured two shots, one for each of us.


She took hers wordlessly, drank it in a single swallow, and went back to work.


I watched her move through the shop, her posture a little less perfect, her laugh a little softer. But her eyes, when she looked at me, were the same blue as always.


I finished my shot, and let the burn settle in my chest.


At noon, she grabbed her things.


“I’ll see you tomorrow, Cole.” she said. She didn’t call me Bossman. There was nothing extra in her words, just an employee talking to her boss.


“See ya, good work today.”


She walked out the door and didn’t look back.


After close, I scrubbed the espresso machine until the metal gleamed, then locked up with more force than necessary. The walk home was a blur—nothing but the hiss of traffic, the salt in the air, and the aftertaste of burnt coffee on my tongue. My hands shook, a low-grade tremor that wouldn’t quit. Every time I tried to slow my breathing, the memory of Savannah’s angry voice came back, sharper than the ocean wind.


My apartment was dark, the only light a slice of moon cutting through the cheap blinds. I stripped off my shirt, kicked the shoes across the floor, and lay on top of the sheets, not bothering with the covers. It was hot in the room, but my skin prickled with a chill. I closed my eyes and tried to count the seconds between the distant crash of waves, but all I heard was her—the way she’d said “my whole fucking life”, and the crack in her voice.


I rolled over, twisted the pillow, tried to find the cool side.


I thought you would be different. I guess not.


I kicked at the sheets again, the fabric knotting around my legs. I tried to remember how to meditate—breathe in, hold, exhale slow—but the air wouldn’t stay in my chest. It felt like I was drowning on dry land. I stared at the ceiling, at the cracks that spidered out from the old light fixture, and listened to the fridge in the kitchen cycle on and off. I wondered if Savannah was sleeping, or if she was out running in the moonlight, burning off whatever I’d left her with.


The hours blurred, time sliding sideways. I dozed in snatches, each dream more restless than the last—her face, her voice, the heat of her body pressed to mine and then gone, always gone. I woke up sweating, gasping, the ache in my chest sharper than before.


But underneath that, growing in the pit of my gut, was something new—a bone-deep need to prove her wrong about me, about men, about the world. Not out of guilt, or habit, or the hollow drive to win. Just to see if it was possible.


I lay there as the sky went from black to gray, listening to the city wake up, the first gulls and the early trash truck and the neighbor’s kid screaming at cartoons.


I didn’t move until the alarm went off, then I got up, pulled on clean clothes, and made a list of things to fix.


Somewhere on the list, after “replace air filter” and “order more beans,” I added her name.


And I underlined it, twice.
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It was 5:42 a.m. I let myself in through the back, holding the cold steel of the lock in my palm a half-second longer than necessary. The shop was blacked out, counters wiped, chairs stacked neat, an afterimage of the order I'd imposed last night before sleep finally took me. The only sound was the soft, predatory hum of the cooler cycling in the kitchen.


I flipped the main lights and watched the space resolve itself in stages. The new paint looked even starker in the gloom—cool blue, all the warmth of a hospital corridor. I set my keys down and leaned on the bar, letting the scents do their work: cinnamon, bleach, cheap vanilla, and the heavy sleep-must of last night’s prep. The clock on the wall jerked forward one red-lit minute at a time.


My hands found the routine before my brain did. Empty the drip, scrub the baskets, wipe down the portafilter with a towel still crusted with yesterday’s residue. I checked the fridge, noted the milk levels, stacked the pastry case with what passed for inventory. The motion was numbing, but that was the point.


Savannah was late.


She was never late. Not since the day I hired her—hell, not since the day she hired herself, storming into the shop and into my life. I glanced at my phone: 5:53, nothing.


The street outside was dead. Even the bakery retirees across the alley weren’t moving yet. I let the silence pile up, thirty seconds at a time. My mind went places it shouldn’t: her voice in the prep room, hair coming loose, the flicker of blue in her eyes when I said something too honest. I shut it down. There was work to do.


6:02. The first jogger of the day bobbed past, face slick with sweat, arms pumping in furious rhythm. The next one was an old man with knees that barely bent, dragging a dog that looked more dead than alive. I took the opportunity to pace the floor, double-check the register, organize the tip jar into fives and singles. Still no Savannah.


By 6:17, I’d started inventing reasons for her absence. Overslept. Got sick. Realized she was too good for this and bailed for a job that didn’t involve scrubbing old milk off tile at dawn. I made a mental note to call her at the half hour, maybe leave a message, maybe not.


At 6:23, she showed up.


She didn’t storm in or fling the door with her usual hurricane energy. She slipped through the side entrance, shoulders hunched, eyes set on the floor. She wore a hoodie—gray, probably three sizes too big, sleeves bunched over her fists. Jeans instead of the usual shorts, sneakers still wet from the night. Her hair was a mess of wet gold, flattened under the hood. She held a small cardboard box, like the kind you get at a farmer’s market, cradled in both hands.


“Morning,” she said, voice raw.


I leaned against the bar, arms crossed. “You’re late.”


She nodded, not looking up. “Yeah. Sorry.” She set the box on the counter, then stood back like it might explode. Her eyes flickered to my face, then away.


We stood like that for a long second, the fridge hum filling the gap.


I said, “You sick?”


She shook her head, pressed her lips together. “Was up late.”


I waited for the rest, but she didn’t offer it.


I nodded at the box. “That your excuse?”


A smile threatened at the corner of her mouth, died before it landed. She nudged the box toward me. “Peace offering. Or, like, I dunno—bribe.”


I opened the lid. Scones, still warm. The scent hit first—coffee, chocolate, the rich bloom of dark roast and the edge of citrus. The tops were glazed with something that caught the light, and I could see the uneven edges, the way the dough was hand-cut, not pressed.


“Mocha scones?” I said, pretending not to be impressed.


She shrugged. “My mom’s recipe. Kind of a tradition. She’d make them whenever she fucked up, or if we were fighting. Figured I’d try it.” She paused, then added, “No hard feelings for yesterday.”


The memory of the argument was a bruise in the room, pulsing just under the surface. I watched her, waiting for the punchline.


She licked her lips, looked down at her shoes. “You gonna try one, or…?”


I picked up a scone, felt the warmth in my palm. The crust was perfect—crisp, just on the edge of burnt, but the inside gave under my thumb. I broke off a piece, popped it in my mouth. It was sweet, but not too much; the coffee note was strong, the chocolate just enough. There was a secret flavor underneath—maybe cardamom, maybe orange zest, I couldn’t tell.


“This is…” I trailed off, chewed, swallowed. “Actually incredible.”


She grinned, ducked her head. “I told you.”


I finished the piece, licked the sugar off my fingers. “Where’d you learn to bake?”


She shrugged again. “My mom taught me. It was, like, the only time she wasn’t pissed off or running late for work.” Her voice went soft, then disappeared. She glanced up at me, eyes wary.


I took another piece, slower this time. She watched me eat, arms crossed over her chest. I caught a glimpse of her wrist, skin pale where the sleeve slipped back, the bones there sharp and delicate.


She said, “I can leave the box, if you want.”


I shook my head. “You’re not getting out of inventory duty that easy.”


She laughed, the sound flat but real. “Worth a shot.” She started for the back room, then stopped. “You want coffee?”


“Always,” I said.


She moved to the machine, hands shaking just a little. She loaded the portafilter, tamped it down, ran the shot. The motions were slower than usual, less cocky, more careful. I watched her from the bar, arms folded.


She poured the espresso, added a splash of cream, brought it over to me. Our fingers touched when I took the cup, the brush of skin electric.


“Thanks,” I said.


She nodded, then turned away, reaching for the scone box. She took one for herself, bit off the end, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She stood across from me, chewing, eyes never quite meeting mine.


I let the silence do its work.


After a minute, she said, “I was kind of a bitch yesterday. Sorry.”


I thought about denying it, telling her it was nothing, but I didn’t want to lie. I took another bite, sipped the coffee, then looked at her.


“Me too,” I said.


She smiled, this time all the way. “Yeah?”


“Yeah.”


She pushed off the bar and moved behind me, close enough that her shoulder brushed my back.


I turned, met her gaze. The mischief in her eyes was back.


She grinned. “You want a lesson?”


“On what?”


She grabbed the milk pitcher and set it on the bar. “Espresso foam,” she said. “Proper texture. You always go too tight.”


I crossed my arms, waited.


She poured the milk, rolled her wrist, then set the steam wand to just under the surface. The sound was obscene—wet, guttural, then smooth. She angled the pitcher, tilting her head as she worked, and made a show of licking her lips as the foam climbed to the rim.


“See,” she said, voice low. “You have to let it breathe. You can’t choke it.”


She held the pitcher up, showing the glossy, perfect microfoam. Then she dipped her finger in, swirled it, and sucked the foam off with a slow, deliberate pop.


“Like that,” she said.


I watched her mouth, the way her tongue caught the last of the foam, the slick shine on her lip. I didn’t realize I was staring until she cocked her head and wiped the foam away with the back of her hand.


She said, “You want to try?”


I reached for the pitcher, but she stopped me, hand on my wrist again. This time the grip was firmer, more possessive.


“Let me,” she said, and dipped a spoon in the foam, scooping a perfect dollop. She held it up to my mouth, daring me to bite.


I hesitated, then leaned in, lips brushing the edge of the spoon. The foam was hot, sweet, gone in an instant.


She watched every move, eyes unblinking.


A streak of foam clung to her upper lip. Instinct took over—I reached up, wiped it away with my thumb, and then kept my hand on her face.


She didn’t flinch. Instead, she leaned into the touch, her breath catching in the back of her throat.


My thumb was still at the corner of her mouth, and I could feel her pulse, fast and insistent, under the skin.


She bit down, hard, on the tip of my thumb. Not enough to break the skin, but enough to make a point.


I pulled my hand away, wiped it on a towel, tried to slow my heart rate.


She watched me, head cocked, waiting.


“Back room,” I said, voice lower than I meant. “Now.”


She grinned, the wickedness returning in full.


“Whatever you say, Bossman,” she whispered, and followed me into the dark.


We made it three steps into the back before she pressed her spine to the wall, kicked one sneaker off, then the other, and dragged me close.


I moved in, but she was faster—her hands yanked my hips into hers, her breath already gone sharp around the edges. She pushed me back a pace, laughed low in her throat, and then peeled off her hoodie and her t-shirt together in one motion.


She wasn't wearing a bra. She paused, letting me look. Her pink nipples were already hard.


"You like the view?" she said, voice husky.


"I love it," I replied. I didn't bother to hide the hunger in my voice. 


She grinned, eyes bright. "Wait 'til you see the whole show."


She undid the button on her jeans and slid them down her hips, moving slow enough that I wanted to grab her and rip them the rest of the way off. But I held back, watched the show, let her work. Her underwear was lace, black, barely there. She stepped out of the jeans, then the panties, pushed them aside with her toe, then leaned back against the wall, arms crossed under her chest.


"Your turn," she said.


I peeled off my shirt and let it drop, then unzipped my fly and kicked off my jeans. The air was cold on my legs, but the rest of me was burning. I watched her watch me, the way her eyes dipped and lingered, measuring, wanting.


She reached for me again, but this time I stopped her, pinning her arms to the wall above her head. Her pulse leapt at her throat. I kissed her, hard, all teeth and tongue, swallowing the gasp she made. She fought me, just for show, then melted into it.


"Fuck," she whispered when I finally let her breathe.


I didn't let her go. I moved one hand down, tracing the line of her arm, the rise of her breast, the hard plane of her stomach. She arched into me, desperate. I bit her shoulder, left a mark.


"Is this what you want?" I asked, my mouth against her neck.


She nodded, head back, eyes half-shut.


"Say it," I demanded.


She shivered. "I want you."


"Good," I said. "Because I'm going to fuck you properly, this time.”


I let her arms go. She immediately wrapped them around my neck, pulled me back in, kissing me deeper. My hands found her hips, lifted her so she had to stand on tiptoe. She ground against me, the friction perfect and maddening.


She reached down, slipped her fingers into the waistband of my boxers, and yanked me free. I grabbed her wrist, twisted her arm behind her back, then spun her to face the wall. She braced herself, palms flat on the cinderblock, hair spilling wild around her face.


"You trust me?" I asked.


She shot me a look over her shoulder—half defiance, half invitation. "More than I should."


I pressed my body against hers, letting her feel the heat, the hardness. "I'm going to make you come so hard you forget your own name."


She laughed, but it broke when I slid my hand down between her legs, two fingers slipping between her folds. She was already soaked, slick, pulsing with heat. I teased her, rubbing slow circles until she started to whimper, then faster until her knees buckled and she sagged against the wall.


"Fuck, Cole, please—"


I withdrew my hand and pushed her face, her entire body into the wall. She whimpered, but didn’t stop me. I grabbed my cock and pointed it toward her opening.


I slid inside her in a single thrust, the angle so sharp she gasped—loud, a burst echoing off the cinderblock. I wasn't gentle. I didn't want to be. Every inch of her was tight, greedy, like her body had been engineered for this exact collision. I began to thrust with rhythm and she clawed at the wall, her nails making desperate, ugly music on the paint.


"Jesus, fuck," she half-moaned, half-laughed, forehead pressed to her arm. The sound of me fucking her—smacking sounds, wet, ragged—reverberated through the back room, louder than the espresso machine, louder than my own growl as I bottomed out again and again. I drove into her, one hand clamped at her hip, the other tangled in her hair, yanking her head back so I could watch her jaw slacken, her eyes roll wild.


"Harder," she blurted, voice breaking with each slap. "I need—fuck, just—"


I cut her off, one hand covering her mouth, holding her against the wall as I jackhammered into her, hips snapping so hard my thighs shook. She fought me, but only for show—the twist of her shoulders, the arch of her ass, all of it staged to drive me past reason. She was soaked, our mess running down her legs, pooling between her feet on the cold tile.


She tried to talk, but I didn't let her. I held her jaw, made her turn and meet my eyes through the haze of hair and sweat and need. She bucked, trying to get free, but I held her tight.


When I finally let her speak, she went for the jugular.


“You’re being a bad Bossman, aren’t you?”


I stopped moving. She whined, desperate, but I only held her tighter.


"What's my name?" I growled, hand at her throat, not squeezing, just taking control.


She looked back and smirked, bratty even now. “Boss. Man.”


I spanked her, hard—a single crack that left my hand stinging. She yelped, the sound pure delight, then laughed, wild and unchained.


“You fucking asshole,” she squealed, but I pushed her face up against the wall.


“Do you want to finish?”


“Yes,” she mumbled into the wall.


“Then what’s my name.”


“Bossman.”


I spanked her again, and earned another yelp but with no laughter this time.


I drove my cock into her, just one thrust, putting all my body weight into her back, smashing her against the concrete.


"You're going to learn my name today," I growled into her ear.


“Make me, Bossman.”


I moved my hands down to her hips and used her for leverage as gave her everything I had.


“You’re—“


“Going—“


“To—“


“Learn—“


“My—“


“Name—“


“Today!”


I thrusted as hard as I could in between each word.


She tried to hold out but I had her number, and she knew it.


"Say it," I demanded, hand now at the base of her skull, pounding her with everything I had.


She whimpered, breathless, "Cole."


“Louder!”


"Cole. Cole—oh, fuck, Cole, don't stop, don’t stop, your name is COLEEEEEEEE!”


She was screaming now, not words, just noise, the sound of relief and surrender. I came with a growl. My balls emptied into her and I sensed some of it spilling out of her, dripping down her legs. She sagged against the wall and I sagged against her.


I released my harsh grip and let her turn around. She was on my mouth in an instant, and the kiss was deep. She pulled away, and I looked into her blue eyes.


“You should get jealous every day so we can have make up sex every day,” she said.


“I won’t get jealous anymore. I want you to be yourself. You can tease those dumb boys all you want, just as long as you know who you belong to.”


She looked at me, really looked at me for a moment, biting her lip, but then that playful smile returned.


“I guess I’ll have to come up with another way to make you mad, then… Bossman.”
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We made it through the day, and then the next one, and the one after that. We fell into a routine. Savannah started texting me more often when she wasn’t at the shop, telling me about the latest campus gossip or complaining about her track workout, sending me a picture whenever she got an ‘A’ on a paper. I was getting to know the person she was outside of the coffee shop.


The entire plan for today was outside the shop as well. She had suggested over the weekend that we should do a “recon coffee crawl.” Three shops, three hours, she’d said, outlining the route on a napkin and daring me to object. “Market research,” she called it.


We picked a Monday as that was the slowest day of the week for us. I locked up Latte Love and flipped the sign to CLOSED.


Savannah arrived right on time and the sight of her took my breath away. She wore a sundress so tight it looked painted on, pale blue with a cherry-print that would have been wholesome on anyone else. On her, it was a dare. Her hair was up, messy but deliberate, a few loose strands brushing her cheek.


“Let’s bounce, old man. We’ve got a schedule.”


I double-checked the deadbolt and fell in step beside her. On the street, the sun was a slice above the bakery awning, turning her hair to white gold. She walked fast, hips swinging, the dress riding up with every step. I tried not to look, but I looked.


“You got the list?” I asked, just to keep my eyes somewhere safe.


She nodded, pulling up the note on her phone. “First stop: Bean There. The hipster palace with the oat milk cult.”


I grunted. “You picked that one to torture me.”


She grinned. “Damn right.”


Bean There was three blocks east, on the edge of the business strip where the real estate turned to student rentals and vape shops. The outside was all exposed brick and matte-black signage, the letters lowercase and sheepish. Inside, the air was thick with the smell of burnt beans and beard oil. The baristas wore aprons and ironic mustaches; the tables were reclaimed wood or maybe just plywood with fake stains.


Savannah walked in like a missile. The guy at the counter—early twenties, sleeve tattoo, eyes already glazed from the early shift—perked up at the sight of her. She leaned on the bar, arms pressed together, and gave him her best “I know you’re looking” smile.


“What’s your weirdest single-origin today?”


He blinked. “We’ve got an Ethiopia Sidamo with lemon zest and bergamot. It’s like, super bright.”


She tapped her lip. “And your wildest cold drink?”


He considered. “Nitro with sea salt cream and a ginger shot?”


“Perfect,” she said. “One of each, and can you do the hot with a vegan croissant?”


He nodded, never taking his eyes off her. “You want a side of anything?”


She smiled wider. “Surprise me.”


He did the order, fingers shaking a little as he typed it in. Savannah turned, looked me up and down, then reached for my arm and pulled me closer. “You gotta at least look like you’re enjoying this,” she said, stage-whispered.


“I’m enjoying the spectacle,” I muttered.


“Liar,” she said, and pinched my side just below the ribs.


Our drinks came fast. She took the cold one, handed me the Sidamo, and shepherded us to a table by the window. The place was mostly empty, a few early risers nursing laptops and overpriced muffins, but Savannah made a show of sliding into her seat, crossing her legs slow and deliberate. The dress hiked up, showing the curve of thigh all the way to where the skin turned pale.


She caught me looking. “Market research means you taste everything, Bossman. Don’t be scared.”


I sipped the Sidamo. It was an acid bomb, all lemon and burnt toast, but not the worst I’d ever had. I checked my watch—7:34. Savannah watched me, one eyebrow up.


“You really think there’s a huge line banging on the window of the shop on a Monday?” she said.


“Not really,” I admitted. “But it’s habit.”


She nudged my ankle with her foot, then kicked off her sandal under the table and rested her bare toes against my shin. “What’s the point of hiring someone to help you if you never let go?”


“I never officially hired you, did I? Like, I’ve been giving you cash, and you keep your own tips from those college boys, but like, I probably need to start an actual payroll, I don’t think the Chamber of Commerce or the state of California would care for our arrangement.”


She rolled her eyes, then reached across and adjusted my collar, slow and almost affectionate. “You gotta loosen up, Cole. I’m not trying to start paying taxes.”


“Savannah.”


“Don’t you dare talk to me in your ‘Dad’ voice. I will accept “Daddy” voice only.”


I sighed. I’d come up with a job title for her later.


She sipped her drink, foam dotting her upper lip. She licked it off slowly, deliberately, making eye contact as she dug her toes into my leg.


I smiled but then turned to watch the other customers—two girls in art student drag, a guy in a Patagonia vest, an older woman reading a battered paperback. Nobody was watching us, not really, but Savannah made it feel like the whole room was tuned to our frequency. She started in on the croissant, tearing it in half and offering me a bite. I took it, more out of obligation than hunger, and chewed while she watched my mouth.


“Thoughts?” she asked, voice low.


“It’s good,” I said. “The vegan part is a lie, though.”


She grinned. “You’re just mad you didn’t think of it first.”


The guy behind the bar brought over a plate of “avocado toast flight,” three tiny triangles with different toppings. Savannah made a show of sampling each one, describing the flavor like it was a wine tasting: “This one’s earthy, this one’s got kick, this one’s a crime against nature.” She insisted I try them all, feeding me the last bite with her fingers.


When I took it, her eyes went sharp, then soft. I saw the shift—the moment she decided to push. She leaned in, lowering her voice.


“You know what would be fun, Cole?”


“What?”


“Fucking in someone else’s coffee shop.”


I almost choked. I set the cup down, wiped my mouth. “No.”


She smirked. “There’s that ‘Dad’ voice again. Boo. Old men are no fun.”


She let the silence hang, then pressed her foot higher up my leg, stopping just below the knee. I could feel the heat from her, even through the denim. My pulse ticked up, and the room shrank to just the two of us.


She laughed, the sound pitched for my ears alone. “Relax, Bossman. I’m not gonna get you arrested before nine.”


She finished her drink, then stood and stretched, back arched, arms above her head. Every head in the room turned. She knew it, and basked in it.


“Ready for round two?” she said.


I checked my watch—8:01—and nodded, unable to find words that wouldn’t betray me. We left, her hand on my elbow, steering me out as if I needed guiding.


Outside, the air was warmer, the sun climbing fast. Savannah didn’t let go. She walked close, hips brushing my side every few steps, dress floating up in the breeze. I wondered what people saw when they looked at us—a man clinging to the last shreds of his dignity, or a girl dragging him into whatever future she’d mapped out for herself.


We crossed Main Street, headed for the next stop on her list. I tried to reset, to find the old rhythm of control, but it was gone. Savannah owned the day, and I was along for the ride.


I checked my watch again. She caught me, shook her head.


“Addict,” she said, and laughed as if it was the best joke in the world.


Maybe it was.


Coastal Brews was the opposite of Bean There—a slipshod beach palace crammed into a shingled cottage with a plywood deck and a driftwood sign scrawled in neon blue. The windows steamed from the inside, and the air vibrated with Bob Marley and the smell of coconut sunscreen, even though it was barely past eight. A surfboard hung above the register, flanked by Polaroids of locals holding up trophies: a fish, a dog, a baby with a coffee cup. Savannah fit right in, striding past the line of bleary regulars like she belonged to the tide.


Inside, the music was loud enough to make conversation optional. The baristas wore board shorts and rash guards, hair sun-bleached and damp from actual ocean, not product. The menu was handwritten on a whiteboard in psychedelic markers: COLD BREW BOMBA, LEMON ESPRESSO TWIST, MEXICAN MOCHA (EXTRA HOT!). The pastry case was empty except for banana bread that looked like it had survived a house fire.


The line moved slow, and Savannah took the opportunity to close the distance between us. She pressed her arm against mine, then her hip, the fabric of her dress warm from the walk. I could smell her perfume—something sharp and floral this time, with an undercurrent of skin and last night's sweat. She leaned in, lips close to my ear.


“You see the guy at the register?” she said, voice a sugar buzz.


I looked. The kid couldn’t have been more than twenty, tall and loose-limbed, tan so deep it looked permanent. He watched Savannah with the doomed focus of a shipwrecked sailor sighting land. “What about him?” I said, keeping my eyes forward.


She grinned. “He used to DM me every day for ‘training tips.’”


“You give him any?”


She shrugged, smiling wider. “Maybe. Maybe I just liked the attention.”


We were three people back from the register. Savannah took a step in front of me, pretending to read the menu, but she pressed her ass against my crotch with no warning. I tensed, but she didn’t move. I knew she could feel the effect—there was no way she couldn’t—but she played it off, shifting her weight back and forth as if she was just adjusting her stance.


She dropped her phone, bent to pick it up, and her dress rode high enough that the next two customers got a full show. She stayed down a second longer than necessary, then straightened, grinning over her shoulder. “You like the view?” she said, just for me.


“Everyone else did,” I replied, my voice half an octave lower than normal.


She reached back, patted my thigh, and let her hand linger.


When it was our turn at the counter, the kid—Lucas, per his name tag—lit up like Christmas. “Hey, Savannah,” he said, voice breaking on the second syllable.


Savannah kept it strictly business. “Two Lemon Espresso Twists. One hot, one iced. And a banana bread, if it’s not lethal.”


He nodded, already lost, and rang us up. Savannah paid with a twenty, waved off the change, and winked as she turned away.


We found a seat on the back deck, two plastic chairs and a table carved from a cable spool. The sun was up now, glaring off the water in the harbor, and the world felt sharper, too bright. Savannah crossed her legs, the dress sliding higher, and leaned forward on her elbows.


“You see how he couldn’t stop staring?” she said, not bothering to lower her voice.


“I noticed.”


She licked her lips, then picked a fleck of lint off my shirt. “You get jealous?”


“No.”


She smiled, satisfied. “Good. Because I like it when people look at me. I like it even more when they know they can’t have it.”


She uncrossed her legs, and her knee knocked against mine, harder than before.


The drinks came fast—Lucas himself delivering them, with an extra slice of banana bread on the house. He set them down, eyes darting between us, and mumbled, “Let me know if you need anything.”


Savannah grinned. “Thanks, Lucas, you’re the best.”


He blushed and backed away. Savannah watched him go, her smile turning into a smirk.


“You know he’s gonna jerk off to you tonight, right?” I whispered.


“He’s gonna jerk it in the men’s room on his break in 10 minutes,” she countered.


I took a sip of my drink.


She slid her chair closer, so our knees touched, then placed her hand on my thigh under the table. The contact was casual at first—just skin on denim—but then her fingers flexed, a slow squeeze that mapped the shape of me through my jeans. She kept her eyes on the water, as if this was the most normal thing in the world.


“So tell me, Bossman,” she said, voice low and even. “What do you taste?”


I swallowed, hard. “Citrus. Burnt caramel. A little salt.”


She smiled and let her fingers rest at the top of my thigh, just shy of anything more dangerous. She shifted in her chair, the movement calculated to press her breast against my arm.


I couldn’t look at her. I stared out at the harbor, tried to think about anything else—the salt wind, the shriek of a gull, the clatter of a delivery truck two blocks down. But her hand was relentless, her body a furnace beside me.


She started in on the banana bread, breaking off a piece and holding it up to my lips. “Open,” she commanded.


I did. She fed me the bread, putting her fingers further into my mouth then she had to. I tasted cinnamon and banana and the salt of her skin.


She wiped her thumb across my lower lip, then licked it clean, eyes never leaving mine.


The kid from the counter watched us from behind the register, jealousy painted across his face. Savannah saw it, too. She gave him a slow, deliberate wave, then leaned in and kissed me.


“You’re being really mean to that poor boy.”


“Then he shouldn’t have tried to slide into my DMs at 2 in the morning.”


She finished her drink in one swallow, then stood, smoothing her dress. “You ready for the last stop?”


I nodded, but my head was spinning. My cock was straining against the zipper, and I knew she saw the effect, knew she’d calculated every move to get me here, off-balance and hungry and desperate for the next escalation.


We walked out, her hand slipping into mine, the world tilting around us. I didn’t bother checking my watch this time. The rest of the day could go to hell for all I cared.


The only thing that mattered was what came next.


We crossed the park, the grass slick from last night’s sprinklers, and reached The Daily Grind just as the world decided to play adult. The building looked more bank than café—poured concrete, black awning, windows so clean they erased the morning. The door was heavy enough to demand effort; the kind of entry that made you consider whether you were dressed well enough to be inside.


Savannah didn’t hesitate. She yanked the door open and pulled me in after her, like a kid on a dare. The place was library-quiet, with jazz playing so soft you had to lean in to catch the beat. Leather armchairs ringed the edges, grouped in pairs. The air was filtered and cold, but still managed to taste like cinnamon and candle wax and money.


We made it three steps before the hostess—yes, they had a fucking hostess—appeared at our side. She wore black, hair pinned so tight it looked painted on. “Welcome to The Daily Grind,” she intoned, lips barely moving. “Would you like counter, table, or lounge seating?”


Savannah flashed her teeth, the social assassin in full bloom. “Lounge, please. Something private.”


The hostess nodded, then guided us to a booth in the back—a horseshoe of brown leather, with a small marble table and a wall of smoked glass shielding us from the rest of the shop. I slid in first, careful to leave space. Savannah followed, and closed the gap, so we were shoulder to shoulder. The table was so tiny our knees knocked under it, but Savannah seemed to think it was a feature, not a flaw.


A server materialized, napkins and menus already in hand. He wore a tie, the knot wide as a thumb, and asked, “May I start you with a pour-over flight, or will you be ordering à la carte?”


Savannah looked to me. “Bossman knows what he wants,” she said. “He’s a professional.”


The server handed me the menu. I stared at the words, but all I saw was Savannah’s thigh pressed to mine, the hem of her dress now closer to her hip than her knee.


I cleared my throat. “Two pour-overs. The Sumatra and the Blue Mountain. And whatever your best pastry is.”


“Excellent choice,” he said, then vanished as quickly as he’d arrived.


Savannah traced a line around the rim of her water glass, eyes tracking the room.


“You know what I like about this place?” she said, keeping her voice low. “Everyone pretends they don’t care, but they’re dying to know who you are.”


I looked around. Most of the patrons were older—retired couples, business types with their laptops, a pair of realtors in matching suits. None of them made eye contact. But every few minutes, I’d catch a glance in the mirror wall, a flick of the eyes before they looked away.


“What do you think they see?” I asked.


She grinned. “A girl in a slutty dress and her sugar daddy, obviously.”


“You think your dress is slutty?”


She hiked the skirt another inch. “I’m not wearing underwear.”


It was a lie, or maybe it wasn’t. I felt my face flush, the color burning up from my collar.


Savannah watched me squirm, then leaned in, lips brushing the shell of my ear. “Don’t worry, Bossman. I’d never get you in trouble. Unless you wanted me to.”


The words made me ache, everywhere.


The drinks arrived in glass carafes, each with its own handwritten card listing origin and notes. The server poured for us, the ritual precise but not showy. The pastry—a pistachio danish, glazed and sliced—came on a slate slab, accompanied by two tiny forks.


Savannah ignored the cutlery. She broke off a piece and held it up, waiting for me to open my mouth.


I did. She fed me, then licked the glaze from her own finger, eyes locked on mine. I tasted pistachio, orange zest, and the promise of things I couldn’t name.


She took a sip of coffee, made a face, then set the cup down. “You know what’s crazy?” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “None of this is as good as what you make. Not even close.”


I smiled. “You’re just saying that because I’m paying you.”


She rolled her eyes. “I could get paid more if I worked at this pretentious place.”


“You threatening to quit?”


She shrugged. “Only when I want attention.”


I felt the air shift. She’d moved closer, our shoulders now touching all the way down. She leaned her head on my shoulder, so casual it made my heart stutter.


“You wanna know a secret?”


I nodded.


She sat up, turned so her face was inches from mine. “I fucking hate it when the college boys flirt with me. Hate it. Makes my skin crawl.” She touched my face, fingers light on my jaw. “But I love it when you look at me.”


I blinked, the words rooting somewhere I hadn’t let myself feel in years.


She kissed me then, soft and slow, her hand sliding behind my neck, pulling me in. She tasted like pistachio and coffee and the electric charge of everything forbidden.


Across the room, a woman in pearls watched us, eyes narrow. Savannah saw, but she didn’t care. She deepened the kiss, her tongue finding mine, her body pressing against me. I forgot where we were, forgot about the time, the shop, all the things I’d built to keep myself safe.


When she finally pulled away, I was shaking.


She smiled, but this time there was no edge.


“You don’t have to say it back. Just—don’t go anywhere, okay?”


I nodded, and that was enough.


We finished the drinks, barely tasting them. The server came by with the check, eyes flicking from Savannah to me and back. She paid, again waving off the change, then scooted out of the booth.


“Ready?” she asked, holding out her hand.


I took it.


We left together, the morning now full day, the sky wide and white above the street. Savannah’s hand was steady in mine, her grip tighter than before.


At the corner, she stopped, turned to face me.


“Take me home,” she said, eyes daring me to refuse.


I complied.
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The journey to my front door was a blur of hands—her hand in mine, her palm against my chest, her nails scraping the back of my neck every time I slowed or hesitated. She played it like a dare, but there was nothing playful about the way her body crashed into mine at every crossing, every corner, every shadowed doorway. By the time we reached my bungalow, I was a man walking down the street with a full hard-on.


I tried to unlock the door but Savannah was already pressed against me from behind, her arms circled around my waist, chin on my shoulder.


She bit me—just a quick pinch with her teeth—then slid her hands under my shirt.


I tried again with the key.


“You got it?” she whispered, biting my earlobe.


“Patience,” I hissed, but I was already losing it. My hands shook, the key slipped, and she laughed—low, delighted, a sound that burned straight through me.


She licked a stripe from my jaw to the edge of my mouth, then whispered, “Let me.”


She reached around, took the keys from my hand, and got the door open in one try. She grinned, then shoved me through first, following close behind. She grabbed the front of my shirt, spun me, and slammed the door behind us.


Then it was teeth, tongue, hands, everywhere at once. She tore at the buttons on my shirt, popping two before I could get a hand on her waist. I yanked her in, lifted her off the ground so her thighs wrapped around me, and stumbled through the narrow hall to the living room.


She buried her face in my neck, sucking hard, and the sharp edge of pain made me stagger. I tried to speak, but she covered my mouth with hers, biting my lower lip.


I walked us to the couch, dropped her onto the cushions. She sprawled there, dress hiked high, legs spread wide. She propped herself on her elbows, watched me struggle with the buttons on my shirt. My fingers were useless, nerves shot. She laughed, the sound sharp, and then sat up and tugged me down to her level.


Her hands found the last button and ripped it off, exposing my chest to the air. She ran her palms over my skin, nails raking my ribs, then trailed down to my waistband. She popped the button, unzipped me, then slid her hand inside, fingers wrapping around me, squeezing once, hard.


I gasped, the shock of it leaving me dizzy. She pulled me in, kissed me again, and I tasted the salt of her skin, the hint of coffee still clinging to her hair. Her mouth was hot, hungry, and she moaned into me, the sound vibrating through my chest.


She shoved her hand under my shirt, nails biting into my back, then rolled us so I was pinned, her legs straddling me. She ground against my cock, her own breath gone ragged.


“Fuck,” she whispered. “I want you so bad.”


I reached up, grabbed her hips, and pulled her tighter. The fabric of her dress was thin, almost nothing between us. I could feel her heat, the wet press of her against my jeans. I rocked up, just to tease, and she arched, head thrown back, hair falling wild.


“You ready?” I asked, voice barely steady.


She looked at me, eyes burning in the dark. “You think you can handle it?” she challenged.


I flipped us, slammed her back onto the couch, and caught her wrists above her head. She laughed, then went still, waiting.


I kissed her hard, then softer, mapping the shape of her mouth, the taste of her tongue. She bucked under me, trying to free her hands, but I held her there, savoring the tension.


“You like being pinned?” I murmured.


She shivered, then nodded, a tiny motion.


I kissed her jaw, her neck, the hollow where her pulse beat wild. I tasted sweat, perfume, the bright tang of her skin. My heart was racing, blood roaring in my ears.


She twisted her hips, grinding up against me. “Come on, old man,” she said, half-gasp, half-laugh. “Show me what you got.”


I let go of her wrists, slid my hands down her body, felt every muscle, every ridge of bone. She was so fucking alive, every part of her straining toward me.


I yanked her dress up, baring her thighs, her stomach, the thin strip of underwear. She hooked her thumbs in the sides, shimmied out of them, then tossed them at my face.


“Souvenir,” she said, breathless.


I grabbed her, pulled her to the edge of the couch, and knelt between her legs. She spread for me, shameless, watching as I traced my tongue up her thigh, across the slick heat of her, tasting everything.


She moaned, hands gripping my hair, body arching off the cushions. I ate her, slow at first, then harder, letting my tongue fuck her until she was shaking.


“Eat my little pussy, Cole. Every stupid boy in this town wants it, but it’s yours, it’s all yours.”


She had taken to always calling me Cole once we actually started having sex, even if I still had to put up with “Bossman” and “Old Man” the rest of the time.


She came with a shout, hips locking, thick, thunderous thighs crushing my head. I didn’t stop, just kept licking, drinking down every twitch, every pulse. I swallowed every last drop of cream she had to offer.


When she was done, she slumped back, legs shaking. “Jesus, Cole,” she said, voice gone hoarse. “You’re an animal.”


I stood, wiped my mouth, and kissed her again, letting her taste herself on my lips.


She grinned, then reached down, stroking me, eyes daring.


I stood up for a moment, finished removing every last shred of clothing, kicked them aside, and let her see all of me.


She bit her lip, then pulled me down to the couch.


She kissed my chest, my stomach, then lower, tracing the line of my cock with her tongue. She took me in her mouth, slow at first, then deeper, her lips tight around me, her hands working in tandem. I watched her, the way she moved, the way her eyes never left mine, and it was the hottest thing I’d ever seen.


After a few minutes, she laid back, opening her legs wide.


“No, not here,” I said. 


I grabbed her, and she squealed as I picked her up with ease and draped her naked body over my shoulder. I just about ran to the bedroom and threw her onto the bed.


She fell onto her back, laughing, and then immediately spread her legs wide. I dive bombed at her, earning another laugh. 


It took a moment for us to calm down but then I guided myself in, slow, letting her adjust, savoring the heat, the tightness, the way she gasped and dug her nails into my back.


We moved together, slow at first, then faster, the bed creaking under us. She clawed at my shoulders, left red lines down my arms, her mouth open, eyes wide.


“Harder,” she begged. “Like in the back room. Hurt me.”


I slammed into her, the sound loud in the small bedroom. She screamed, then clamped a hand over her mouth, eyes wide with shock and delight.


“No,” I grunted. “Let them hear you. I want the entire town to hear you.”


She wrapped her legs around me, locking me in, and matched every thrust with movement from her hips.


“I said harder,” she demanded, nails digging into my back.


I obliged, putting a hand on her neck, pinning her head down. The room echoed with the sound of skin on skin, her moans, my groans, the wet slap of our bodies crashing together.


“Fuck me,” she whispered. “Fuck me, Daddy. Fuck me, Cole.”


I was relentless, until I felt her clench around me, her body spasming as she came again, louder than before. She sobbed my name, fingers clawing along my arms.


I was right there with her, the pressure building, every nerve on fire. I grabbed her wrists, pinned them above her head, and fucked her until the world narrowed to nothing but heat and the desperate need to fill her, claim her, own her.


I came with a roar, spilling into her, my whole body shuddering with the force of it. I collapsed on top of her, all of my weight on her, breath gone, heart racing.


We stayed like that, tangled and shaking, sweat cooling on our skin.


She stroked my back, gentle now, fingers tracing the new marks she’d left.


I kissed her temple, her cheek, the corner of her mouth.


“You’re too much,” I whispered.


She smiled, eyes closed. “You love it.”


I couldn’t argue.


She shifted, curled into me, her head on my chest, breath slow and even.


For a while, neither of us spoke. The silence was comfortable, dense with all the things we didn’t need to say.


Then, as if she’d been holding it in forever, she said, “I’m falling for you.”


The words barely carried, a secret meant only for us.


I didn’t say it back.


But I thought, maybe, I was falling too.
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She spent the night with me, and the next morning, we went to the shop together.


I wore a clean shirt, blue and crisp, sleeves rolled to the forearms. It was a small vanity, a ritual from the old world, but it helped. I unlocked the front door, feeling the pop of the deadbolt under my palm, and let myself into Latte Love’s cool interior.


Savannah wore black leggings and a t-shirt, clothes I had purchased for her last night at the national chain across the street so she wouldn’t have to go back to her dorm to feel fresh. When I asked if she wanted to take the previous day’s clothes with her as we left, she said we could just leave them at my place, she’d be back soon enough. 


We moved around each other with a practiced rhythm. I hit the fridge for pastries—cinnamon knots and day-old banana bread, because the local bakery was still late on deliveries. Savannah prepped the register, double-counting the drawer like she didn’t trust the previous night’s math. Every so often, our eyes met, and one or both of us would smile.


We opened for business right on schedule. The first customer was a guy in running shorts and a Stanford track shirt, hair still wet from the shower. He ordered an espresso and a bottled water, paid with a crumpled five, and left without making eye contact. Savannah watched him go, then raised her eyebrows at me.


“He’s cute,” she said, not really caring.


“Not my type,” I shot back, and she laughed, the sound loose and real.


By seven, the place had warmed up, a steady stream of regulars mixing with the odd tourist and a parade of freelancers in need of free Wi-Fi. Savannah worked the counter with a speed that bordered on violent, slamming shots and foaming milk with the kind of athletic aggression that would get most people fired. I handled the floor, cleaning tables and restocking napkins, trying to stay ahead of the mess.


We spoke in shorthand. “86 the almond scones.” “Top off the drip.” “Guy at four is leaking syrup everywhere.” It was the closest I’d felt to a team since Chicago, maybe ever.


At eight, a lull hit. The regulars had gone, leaving a handful of laptop zombies nursing lattes in the window seats. Savannah perched on the edge of the bar, one knee up, picking at a cinnamon knot. I wiped my hands on a towel and joined her, close but not touching.


She broke off a piece of bread and offered it to me. “Breakfast?”


I took it, the gesture more intimate than it should have been. We ate in silence, watching the sun claw its way up the opposite building. The silence wasn’t awkward. It was full, the kind you only get with someone who’s seen you at your worst.


She nudged me with her shoulder. “You ever think about what’s next?” she asked, eyes fixed on the door. “For the shop, I mean. Or for you.”


I chewed, considered. “Next is making sure we don’t crash and burn before the end of summer.”


She smiled, licking sugar off her thumb. “You always plan so small. I was thinking, Latte Love, multiple locations. Latte Love, national footprint. Latte Love buys out Starbucks. Latte Love founder runs for President.”


“Who’d be my First Lady though?”


She flicked a hint of cinnamon from her fingers onto my face. I wiped it off and stuck my finger in my mouth.


She leaned back, arms stretched above her head, exposing a strip of stomach. I watched her for a beat, then looked away, embarrassed by how easy it was to want her.


The bell above the door chimed, sharp and out of time with the morning’s lazy pace.


The woman who stepped in didn’t belong to the neighborhood. Blonde hair and blue eyes like Savannah, but probably not an athlete. She was petite, maybe five foot nothing. Her skirt was businesslike, but she wore it with bare legs, ending in sensible flats. My eyes dropped over her bust which was quite large considering her small frame. She carried a slim black portfolio and wore sunglasses, which she removed as soon as she crossed the threshold.


She took a quick inventory of the room, her gaze flicking from the bar to the register to the pastry case. She didn’t smile, but something about her face said she wasn’t here to complain.


I met her at the counter, out of habit. “What can I get you?”


She smiled. “Americano, medium. And a cinnamon knot, if they’re fresh.”


“They’re fresh,” Savannah chimed in, her voice rising from behind me.


The woman’s eyes cut to Savannah, then back to me. “And are you the owner?”


I nodded.


She extended a hand. Her nails were short, clean, painted a subtle pink. “I’m Amy,” she said. “I’m new in town.”


I shook, surprised by the firmness of her grip. “Cole. Welcome to the block.”


Savannah slid the pastry across, then started the Americano. She watched Amy with curiosity.


Amy released my hand, opened her portfolio, and withdrew a resume.


“I heard you guys just opened,” she said, sliding the paper across the counter. “If you’re still hiring, I’m interested.”


I stared at the resume. It was immaculate. Two pages, color logo, references from half a dozen places I recognized. She’d worked at Blue Bottle, then some pop-up in Venice Beach.


I looked up and caught Savannah’s eye. Her expression was blank, unreadable.


“Wow,” I said, trying to keep the shock out of my voice. “This is... impressive.”


Amy shrugged, as if this was routine. “I work hard, I learn fast, and I don’t flake. If you want a test run, I’m available whenever.”


Savannah set the Americano on the counter, then leaned in, elbows planted wide. “How are you with crowds?”


Amy didn’t miss a beat. “Faster than anyone you’ve got, I promise.”


Savannah smiled, and then looked at me.


I set the resume down on the counter. “Let me think about it,” I said. “I’ll be in touch tomorrow.”


Amy grinned. “Thank you.”


She picked up her Americano and her pastry, nodded to Savannah, and left, her walk precise and unhurried.


The door closed, and the shop fell silent for a beat.


I looked at Savannah. She was staring at the resume, her face still unreadable.


“Well,” she said, voice flat. “She’s cute.”


I looked at her but didn’t say anything.


Savannah picked up a rag and wiped down the counter with short, efficient strokes, then glanced at me, eyes bright and knowing.


“She might help you steam your milk, but only I can make you spill it.”


I laughed, surprised by how much I wanted her to fight for this space we had carved out together.


But she just smiled, more serious this time.


“You should hire her. Would give us someone to watch the front of the house while you lick whipped cream off my tits in the back.”


She turned away, smirking, and went back to cleaning.


I watched her, the curve of her shoulder, the quickness of her hands.


“What if she walks in on us?” I asked.


“Oh, I’ll just put her to work,” Savannah said, that teasing voice back again.


“What do you mean?”


“I’ll ask her which flavor syrup she wants to eat out of my ass.”
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