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It was at a little shop called Brewjeria, maybe like 20 miles south of Albuquerque, that I had my first taste of a lavender cappuccino with honey. I know, sounds disgusting and all floral like but let me tell you, there was really something sorta suave and earthy – and delicious about it. Got me to thinking about the taste of the fold in a woman's elbow only that sounds like it might be kinda gross – and I mean this only in the best of ways.

Not that I knew then anything about what the smell of the crease of a woman's elbow even was. Fuck, I can't say as I knew how running my fingers through curly hair felt compared to finger-combing hair ironed straight and smooth, or what it might be like to rub cocoa butter all over a lady and if that was preferable to spreading whipped cream (whipped cream, always, cause I'm selfish like that).

Me n Other Mike – we led the regular life up until I was maybe 30 and sure I had a girlfriend in High School come time I was 18 and all that stuff… but, well, I wasn't on the football team or some Rodeo buckaroo or any dang near as charismatic as Joe (although come to think of it, Joe wasn't as charismatic then as he is now, but that's a whole other story).

What I mean to say is, it was that one girlfriend and then the summer after, tight points sittin’ way up high and all of that and then, done. Hitching up to the line.

Day in, day out.

Week in, week out.

I guess there were weekends but mostly those were me and Other Mike camping and shit until – well, until everything started dying and then even camping got too expensive. Shee-it, park pass prices and gas prices and even the god damn price of ground beef (forget steak)... way too much time and money that could be spent on doing other things, like you know, sleeping. Ruminatin' in my sorry boring lot in life. Playing video games. Maybe tryin' to build one of my own. Always did have a hankering after the scientific and the automotive mechanical sort of thing. Once upon a time, if you can believe it, I even had a dream of college to be an engineer or some such thing, I don’t know what. But Daddy said if it might sissyfy me and Momma said we didn't have the money, and to be honest I didn't quite have the grades for a scholarship or nothing like that and like I said I definitely did not have the athletics prowess like one of them sports drama success stories you hear about although if we're being honest don't half of those end in tragedy of one sort or another? I mean like a career-ending injury in the first round, career buh-bye and then the long slow descent into drug-addled squalor. Or maybe a manager steals all your money which you don't know cause even though you went to college you never learned how to read or do math or some such cause college athletics, amiright? And then it's all over the news for a week or two but the college just keeps on chugging right along.

Anyway, never went to college. But I have always loved to tinker and you know what. At first my life, such as it was, was enough. Enough money, enough free time, enough life, a decent life. And then it was not; seems like everything started to go to hell in a hand basket all right around the same time, hard to pull out the individual threads, now that the sweater of time and experience is all knit up together like a little baby's bonnet, keepin' us warm and safe and hidden from the problems of the world, too late to see the doom that is comin' at us. Fortunately for me and my liking the sciencey stuff (closet nerds for the win amiright?) I started mining crypto right about then.

Yeah, you heard me right. Mining crypto. Now, I ain't gonna tell you how much – reckon that wouldn't rightly be polite – but let's just say I made enough. Okay, more than enough, like more than more than enough which is its own separate issue. All of the crypto money – eventually it ate a hole in my pocket and I quit.

I quit! Really just like that. The crypto mining AND the line work.

Quit and bought a motorcycle and drove off into the wilderness, off to see the world or at least these fine United States – which might as well be like seeing the whole dang'ed world, amiright? Or at least, the equal of seeing 50 countries. If'n I had gotten to all 50 and not gotten distracted by my coffee quest and the ladies I met along the way.

The lady serving me a lavender latte with honey at Brewjeria was a sweet thing named Janelle, part Mexican and part Indian, and part white too, like some kinda Scottish or Irish kinda thing – she told me and I didn't remember – a redhead who didn't burn in the sun is what it amounted to.

Not the first woman I'd slept with on the trip but maybe the first one who got me thinking about what I like, I mean besides sticking my dick in a hole (any hole, thank you) besides hearing a woman moan and groan and call my name. Besides figuring out what makes a woman melt.

Like, Kinks.

I'm not sure I thought I had any before I threw my leg over the Ducati and pressed go – probably hadn't had enough sex to think I had any – but by the time I found myself lying in Janelle's bed, tied to the bed post, waiting for her to pour honey all over me – I'd decided everyone had kinks. And maybe they just didn't know what yet. Little extra spices to the sex.

And spending time with Janelle made me think that maybe my kink was all of them. I mean, in moderation. Or at least – I wanted to try and find out.

“Mike? Mike! Mike!!”

"Hunh? Yeah? What – I mean – Yes Heather?"

Heathers’ tappin’ me on my knuckles and I can’t help but thinking maybe it serves me right for daydreaming all over the counter when we have a whole line out the door waiting to try our new flavors but also – rappin’ makes me think about tappin’... and smackin’ and spankin’ and Lena and Heather says "Mike!" A little more shrilly this time, "I said, order up, double honey."

Double honey, single lavender, extra shot, flat white no cream – and so it goes.

Milltown Coffee Mill has been open a whole doggone two months now and I can tell that adding ladies to the lineup is definitely helping with the bottom line – but I'm not sure how much more of that I can take, like for real. Lena's sucking on me like a succubus come every sundown–heck, every spare second, somedays– Heather minding my every move – I don't mean to complain but some days it feels like a lot. And maybe what's more like a lot is that I want it. I want it all and more and the more I have the more I want. Ms Grayson was in last week her tits kinda sorta accidentally hanging out of her shirt and I thought – oh, I'll take a little bit of that back home with me, even though I have already got Heather and Lena. And even though Heather says she don't want no kinda strings – I mean, she's shooting daggers at me every time I so much as touch the hand of another woman – thinking no strings for her, not me. And of course every time I think THAT thought well, you know it's time for a back room plow just to show her who's boss like for real real, even if she's directin' me on which way to thrust it and where to shove it. Don't want her thinking she'd be getting it half as good from anywhere else.

And I guess I can't really say how Lena would mind if I brought another lady home, heck, she'd probably get off on it. Now that she's started fucking, it's like she is some kinda wind up toy and ain't no turning her off – and I do mean that both ways. Heck she might as well be a man, the way she just wants to knock boots feels like pretty much constantly, 24/7, all the time. And as a man, I should love it – and I do – only – I feel a little guilty. Like I get two whole ladies to myself. But also, am I keeping her from her heart's true desire? Like maybe if she found the right one – it would just be one. Instead of wanting to fuck Heather while I'm giving it to her, too, or vice versa, like the other night when I stacked them up like salami on a sandwich, Heather sucking on Lena's clit while I went back and forth, Lena's pussy to Heather's mouth and then Lena's pussy to her ass, god her asshole, so cute with one of those little thinga-ma-bobs sticking out, never did see that on a girl before Frederica in Montana. I mean, sure, in porn, but the idea that I would meet a girl at a coffee shop and chat her up and then go home to discover she already had a buttplug in, ready and waiting for me –

"Mike!" Heather's hissing now, low and raspy in my ear, I guess tryin' to keep things subtle and private and – "Are you hard again?"

Or maybe that raspy whisper is just all about her being turned on and ready, already and time for the backroom–

"Mike. Earth to Mike,” a man’s voice reaches me from somewhere far away. “Hello in there, anybody home, or did your brain finally run off with one of these ladies and leave the rest of you behind?"

I manage to drag my eyes away from my middle distance threeway buttplug vision quest to focus on the figure in front of me – Joe. Of course it's Joe. Former mayor of Milltown, current pain in my ass, leaning on my counter like he owns the place which I guess in a sense he kinda does on account of him bein' the one who talked me into openin' it in the first place. He's grinnin' that grin he gets when he's caught me doin' somethin' stupid, which is most days, and Heather is — wait. Heather is laughin'. Like, actual laughin', head tipped back, hand on Joe's forearm, and I get this little hot flicker in my chest that ain't quite jealousy but ain't quite NOT jealousy either, and then she catches my eye over Joe's shoulder and gives me a look that is one hundred percent gotcha and I realize — oh. Oh she's doin' it on purpose. She's flirtin' with Joe to needle me 'cause I've been a hundred miles away in my own head for the last ten minutes while there's a line out the door.

Fine. Fair. I'd do the same.

"Joe," I say, tryin' for dignity. "What's your poison."

"Whatever she's makin'." He doesn't look at me when he says it. Heather is already movin' for the espresso, smilin' like a cat with cream on its whiskers, and Joe leans in a little closer to me and drops his voice. "Y'know, I used to think she was just mad at you all the livelong day. But I'm startin' to revise that hypothesis."

"Revise it how."

"Revise it like maybe that ain't mad. Maybe that's just what it looks like when a woman like Heather wants somethin' and is gonna make sure she gets it her way." He claps me on the shoulder. "Congratulations, son. You're bein' managed."

He says it loud enough that Heather hears, and she doesn't even turn around, just lifts the milk pitcher and says "Damn right he is" in this voice that goes straight down my spine and lodges somewhere between my belt and my knees, and I am once again very aware of the apron I'm wearin' and very grateful for it and the camouflage I’m hopin’ t’s providin’, at least somewhat.

The next ten minutes are a blur. Truck driver wants drip, black, no nonsense. Two college girls who can't decide between the lavender and the rose, gigglin' at each other, gigglin' at me, gigglin' at Lena who is standing on her tiptoes to reach the cup sleeves and her shirt is ridin' up and I am NOT lookin' I am NOT lookin' I am — yeah I'm lookin'. The guy who runs the feed store, large coffee, four sugars, every day, never says a word. A woman I don't recognize with a baby on her hip orders a decaf and I make it perfect 'cause babies are serious business. Heather brushes past me to grab the syrup pump and her hip catches mine and she doesn't apologize and I don't either.

Then the bell over the door does its little jingle and in sails Michelle.

Michelle is a problem. Michelle is aware she's a problem. She comes in twice a week, always orders the Mexican hot chocolate, always wants more chipotle, and today she's wearin' a sweater the color of a stop sign and walks right up to the counter like she's got somewhere to be and that somewhere is here.

"Mike, sweetheart, you gotta crank up the heat on this thing. Last time it barely made me sweat."

"Michelle, last time you said your eyeballs were sweatin'."

"Yes. Again. Harder and hotter.” She rolls her eyes at me. “More chipotle. Don't be stingy."

I'm reachin' for the chipotle when I clock that Michelle has not, in fact, been lookin' at me. Michelle has been lookin' over my shoulder. Michelle has been lookin' at Heather, who is wipin' down the steam wand with this little focused frown, totally unaware, and Michelle leans on the counter and tilts her head and goes, "So tell me, Mike, those curtains match the rug or what?"

I drop the chipotle.

Pick it up. Pretend I didn't drop it. My face is doin' a thing. Heather, bless her, has not heard a word of this 'cause the steamer is on, but Lena absolutely has, and Lena is now lookin' at Michelle with this interested expression that I have only recently learned to be afraid of. I clear my throat. "Michelle. I genuinely could not tell you."

"Liar."

"On my honor."

"You don't have honor, Mike, you have a coffee shop and two girlfriends." She winks. "Extra chipotle."

I make her drink. I make it strong enough to qualify as a war crime. She takes a sip right at the counter, makes a noise that should not be legal in a place of business, and saunters off to a table by the window. Lena drifts past me and murmurs, "I think she likes Heather," and I murmur back, "I think Michelle likes EVERYBODY," and Lena smiles this small private smile that I am gonna think about later, definitely later, not right now 'cause the bell is jinglin' again.

"G'day."

Cal. The Aussie. Joe imported him from somewhere, I still don't entirely understand the logistics, somethin' about cattle and a visa and a favor owed to a guy in Wyoming, and now there is a six-foot-two cowboy with an accent in my coffee shop on a regular basis and the female population of Milltown has opinions about it. Cal tips his hat. Actually tips it. Who does that.

"Flat white, mate, when you got a sec."

"Comin' up." I'm pullin' the shot and my brain is doin' its thing again where it goes — why a horse, I mean really, why a horse, you got internal combustion, you got two wheels, you got the open road, why would anybody choose a horse, and I realize about a half second too late that I have said this out loud, in front of the cowboy, in my own coffee shop, like an idiot.

Cal grins. Slow. "Or ride a cowboy, mate. Even better."

Behind Cal — and this is the part that nearly kills me — behind Cal, where Cal cannot see her but I can see her perfectly, Lena has lifted the front of her shirt. Just for a second. Just for me. And then dropped it and gone back to restockin' the cup sleeves like nothin' happened.

I focus on Cal's face. I focus real hard on Cal's face. Cal has a nice face. Cal has a face I am gonna study like I'm gonna be tested on it later. Eyes — blue. Stubble — present. Small scar above the left eyebrow, didn't notice that before, gonna think about how he got it instead of thinkin' about Lena's — yep. Yep. Cal's face. Cal's face is great.

"Flat white," I croak, slidin' it across. "On the house."

"You're a gentleman, Mike."

"I am NOT."

He laughs and tips his hat again and goes, and I am leanin' on the counter takin' a breath that is supposed to be a recovery breath but mostly feels like a drownin' breath, when the bell jingles one more time and in walks Mrs. Jenkinson.

Mrs. Jenkinson is seventy if she's a day. Mrs. Jenkinson wears cardigans. Mrs. Jenkinson has, near as I can tell, never had an impure thought in her natural life and would call the cops on one if she did. Mrs. Jenkinson is exactly what I need right now.

"Plain coffee, please, Michael."

"Comin' right up, Mrs. Jenkinson."

I am SO grateful. I could weep. Plain coffee. Plain, normal, boring, beautiful coffee, the way nature intended it, cheap and lonely.

Mrs. Jenkinson takes the cup in both hands and smiles at me, and her smile is the kindest thing that has happened to me all morning. "I do so appreciate this little place of yours, Michael. It's such a relief."

"A relief?"

"Mm." She blows on her coffee. "There's so much less sex here."

I freeze.

I — what — I open my mouth. I close my mouth. Behind me Heather has gone perfectly still in the way she goes still when she is about to laugh and is workin' very hard not to. My brain is offerin' me, in rapid succession, a slideshow of every flat surface in this establishment I have had Heather and/or Lena on or against in the last two months. The counter. The counter again. The little table in the corner. The walk-in. The bathroom, twice. The bag of dark roast in the back, don't ask. I am gonna get hard. I am gettin' hard. Heather has clocked it from across the bar and is hissin' my name like a teakettle and Lena has materialized at my elbow and is tuggin' my sleeve sayin' "I have a better way to fix that, you know," in this little voice that I am NOT equipped to handle in front of an elderly customer, and I am tryin', I am tryin' to focus, but my mouth opens before my brain catches up.

"Wait — Mrs. Jenkinson — less than where?"

She takes a delicate sip.

"Honey's."
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Iclosed the storeroom door behind me and I leaned my back against it and I let out a long slow breath that I am pretty sure I had been holdin' since approximately five thirty AM when the first customer of the mornin' had walked in and asked for somethin' I had to look up on a chart.

Quiet.

God, the quiet. The blessed, holy, hallelujah quiet. The espresso machine on the other side of the door is finally not screamin' at me. The bell over the front is finally not jinglin'. Heather has the front and the front is calm and there is nothin' on the other side of this door but a man and the small dim warm storeroom of his own coffee shop, smellin' like dark roast and cardboard and the faintest little curl of cinnamon from a syrup bottle that probably needs the cap screwed down tighter, and I am — I am gonna take this minute. I am gonna take this whole minute for myself.

I tip my head back against the door. I close my eyes.

What a mornin'. Two hours of nonstop. People orderin' off-menu like they were tryin' to win a bet. A guy who wanted oat milk and then changed his mind to almond and then changed his mind to whole milk and then said you know what, surprise me. A woman who tried to pay in dimes. An entire bachelorette party at seven thirty in the AM, what is that even about, who has a bachelorette party at SEVEN THIRTY IN THE AM, and every single one of 'em wanted somethin' different and every single one of 'em needed a separate receipt and one of 'em was already cryin' and the bride hadn't even shown up yet.

I let my hands drop to my sides. I let my shoulders drop. I let everything I have been holdin' tight for the last two hours just — go. And the relief is so good, the relief is so physical, that I make a small sound in the back of my throat that I would not make in front of another human bein', a low little mmh, and my whole body kinda settles into the door behind me.

What guy wouldn't love this. Honestly. What guy wouldn't. A man's gotta have a place. A man's gotta have a quiet warm corner of the world that is his, where he can shut the door and breathe out and feel his shoulders come down off his ears and remember that he is a person and not a machine for makin' lattes, and this storeroom is mine. The storeroom is mine. I have been doin' this every day for two months now, every mornin' between the rush and the lunch crowd, just five minutes, just five minutes of dim quiet warm to myself, and I have come to need it the way a man comes to need his coffee. The way a man comes to need anythin' he didn't know he was gonna need.

Five minutes. Just five minutes. Just the door at my back and my eyes closed and my hands at my sides and the warm dark and the smell of coffee and —

— and I open my eyes and I look at the clipboard on the shelf and I think:

Inventory.

I love inventory.

I am not even kiddin' you. I love it. I love it the way some men love fishin'. Five minutes alone in the warm dark with a clipboard and a pencil and a stack of burlap sacks of green beans I gotta count, and the numbers all add up at the end if I do it right, and there is somethin' about that — there is somethin' about countin' a thing and havin' the count come out right that makes me feel okay about bein' alive in a way that almost nothin' else does. I picked up the clipboard. I clicked the pen. I started countin'.

Eight sacks of the Ethiopian. We are low on the Ethiopian, that is gonna be a problem by the end of the week, I gotta call the supplier, gotta remember to call the supplier, gotta — okay, twelve sacks of the Sumatra, fine, we got Sumatra comin' out of our ears, maybe I run a special on the Sumatra, maybe a Sumatra single-origin pour-over special, that always sells, and if I pair it with the new vanilla bean syrup that came in last week — no, vanilla's all wrong with the Sumatra, Sumatra wants somethin' earthier, somethin' that meets it where it lives, maybe the maple, maple-Sumatra is interestin', maple-Sumatra could work, maple-Sumatra at one ninety-five with a free biscotti could be the special of the week and move some of these sacks off the shelf before they lose their bloom —

A small low sound at about waist level.

— and I'm thinkin' about whether the maple goes better as a syrup or a drizzle, like maybe the syrup is too sweet and what we want is a drizzle on top of the crema after the pour, that's a more sophisticated move, that says we know what we are doin' in a way that a syrup pump just does not say —

Another sound. Wetter this time. A small contented kinda hum.

— and four sacks of the Costa Rican, that is perfect, four is exactly where I want the Costa Rican to be 'cause that medium roast moves slow but steady, gonna re-up the Costa Rican on the regular order and not before —

Mike.

Mike.

You are doin' inventory.

Yes I am.

You are doin' inventory.

Yes, yes, that is the situation, what is your point, why are you interruptin' me when I am in the zone, I have a maple-Sumatra special to plan, I do not have time for —

You are doin' inventory while a woman is on her knees in front of you with her mouth on you.

Oh.

OH.

Yeah. Yeah, no, that — that is what is happenin'. Fair point. Fair point, brain. I got so distracted by the maple-Sumatra problem that for a hot second there I forgot there was a small soft beautiful young woman with her mouth wrapped around me on the storeroom floor, and you know what, you know what, that is the best problem a man has ever had, and also what kinda fool gets so deep in inventory that he forgets a woman is blowin' him, and the answer is me, the answer is Mike Harlan of Milltown Coffee Mill, who started this story as a man who could not get a date and apparently has now arrived at a level of comfort with bein' loved upon that he is doin' spreadsheets in his head while it is happenin' to him.

What a thing.

What a thing.

I look down.

Lena is on her knees on the rubber storeroom mat. Lena is in her work apron, the long one that ties at the waist, and she has my belt undone and my jeans undone and a hand wrapped around the base of me and her mouth doin' the slow unhurried thing she does, and she is lookin' up at me with that big patient brown-eyed look that means she knows exactly where my head has been for the last three minutes and she is not the slightest bit offended. She has her long brown hair pulled back in a low loose ponytail that has come most of the way undone over the course of the mornin' and is now mostly just a soft dark cloud around her face. The storeroom light is a single bulb hangin' from the ceiling and it is hittin' the top of her head and the curve of her cheek and one bare strip of her collarbone where the apron strap has slipped down, and I am — I am completely, totally, abjectly gone on her, in this moment, lookin' down at her in the warm dim of my own storeroom while she takes care of me with the same focused gentle attention she gives to a perfectly poured rosetta on a flat white.

I drop the clipboard.

It hits the floor. She does not flinch. She takes me a little deeper, just to make a point, and her eyes do this thing where they get a little brighter and a little more focused, like now I have your attention, do I, Mike Harlan, and I make a sound that is not entirely a word and I slide my hand into her hair.

I am gonna tell you somethin' that I have learned about Lena over the past two months and it is this: Lena gets off on bein' looked at while she is doin' this. I did not know this about her at first. At first I thought she was shy. At first I thought maybe she preferred when I closed my eyes and tipped my head back and just kinda let it happen, the way I had with women in the past who I think were doin' it as a favor and wanted me to make myself scarce while they got it over with. But Lena is the exact opposite kinda woman. Lena wants you to watch. Lena wants your hand in her hair and your eyes on her face and your full attention and she wants to know that the look on your face is because of her, and the day I figured this out about her was the day I started becomin' a man who can do what I am doin' right now, which is hold her gaze and slide my hand into her hair and let her see the whole thing happenin' on me in real time.

She pulls back. Slow. All the way to the tip. Looks up at me through her lashes. Gives me one slow lick like I am a lollipop on a hot July day, and the heat of her tongue against the cool air of the storeroom is — is — there is a reason language has not yet caught up to that sensation, is what I am sayin', there is a reason men have been writin' songs about it for two thousand years and have not yet nailed it. The wet warm and the slow drag and the way she is watchin' me the entire time. I groan. Out loud, in the storeroom, with one hand in her hair and the other one bracin' against the shelf with the Ethiopian sacks on it.

"Lena."

"Mm?"

"You are gonna — "

"Mm-hm."

"I am gonna — "

"Mm-hm."

She takes me back into her mouth, slow, and she is doin' a thing with her tongue, a specific thing, a thing she has been refinin' for two months and which I am about three weeks away from havin' to write a thank-you note to whoever taught it to her for, and I am tippin' my head back against the storeroom shelf and I am thinkin' okay, this is it, here we go, and that is when I feel it.

The handle.

The storeroom door handle. Behind my back. The smallest possible rattle, the smallest little metallic vibration against my spine through the door, and a tingle goes up my back so fast it almost takes my legs out from under me.

Heather.

I do not know how I know it is Heather. I have not even heard the door open yet. I have just felt the handle move, half a second of vibration through my spine, and I know it is Heather the way I know my own heartbeat, and the door swings inward and there she is.

Heather Bell, in the storeroom doorway, with one hand on the frame and her hip cocked and an apron tied tight at her waist and her dark hair pulled up in the messy bun she does when she is in the zone on the front of the house, and she takes one long unhurried look at the situation in front of her — me with my back against the shelf and my jeans undone and my hand in Lena's hair and Lena on the floor lookin' up at her with an expression that says hi Heather, I started without you — and Heather's face does a thing.

It is not a surprised thing. It is not even a new thing. It is the slow knowin' lazy grin of a woman who has walked into exactly the situation she expected to walk into and is now decidin' which part of it she wants to play with first, and she steps into the storeroom and she pulls the door shut behind her and she clicks the lock.

"I flipped us to closed," she says.

I am still mid-thrust into Lena's mouth and I am tryin' to remember how words work and the words are not comin' easy 'cause Lena has not slowed down a single bit, Lena has picked up in fact, Lena is now showin' off, and I am gettin' out my response in pieces between breaths.

"But — Heather — the — customers — "

She walks across the storeroom toward me. Three steps. She tucks a piece of hair behind her ear with the casual confidence of a woman who owns a room she just walked into.

"Mike. Honey." She stops in front of me, real close, close enough I can smell the coffee on her skin and the little bit of vanilla syrup she always gets on her wrist by accident over the course of a mornin'. She tips her chin up. Her eyes are doin' the thing. "I don't think our competition is that stiff."

I make a sound.

She kisses me.

She kisses me slow and deep and dirty, and her hand comes up to the side of my face and her tongue is in my mouth and Lena is still goin' down at floor level and the combination is almost more than my body can handle, and Heather knows it, Heather has timed this on purpose, Heather is enjoyin' herself enormously. She pulls back about an inch. She runs her thumb along my bottom lip.

"Move over, sweetheart," she says, but she's lookin' down now, talkin' to Lena. "Mama wants a turn."

She drops down.

She drops down right next to Lena on the rubber storeroom mat in the dim warm light of the single bulb, and she puts a hand on Lena's cheek, and she leans in, and the two of 'em look up at me from the floor of my own storeroom for one long slow beat before Heather tips Lena's chin toward her and kisses her, light, on the mouth.

"You better share," she murmurs. "Or I'll have to take it all."

Lena giggles. Lena giggles with my dick still in her hand, and the giggle is the most ridiculous and the most perfect thing I have ever heard, and the two women are now kissin' each other in front of me, and they are doin' it slow, Heather is doin' it slow on purpose, she is takin' her time tastin' Lena's mouth, and Lena is meltin' the way Lena melts, and meanwhile both of their hands have come up to me and they are passin' me back and forth between 'em like a shared lollipop, takin' turns, slow, both of 'em kissin' each other half-heartedly between tastes of me, and look — look — I am a man of patience, I am a generous man, I am a man who knows good things take time, but I have been on the edge of this for ten minutes straight and these two women are playin', they are PLAYIN', and I cannot take it anymore.

I clear my throat.

Two pairs of eyes flick up to me from the floor in perfect synchronization.

"Ladies."

Heather laughs. It is a low filthy delighted laugh and she nudges Lena with her shoulder and goes, "Lena, baby. I think the man wants service."

"I think he does," says Lena, sweet as anythin'.

And then they get to work.

I do not know how to describe what happens next without writin' a poem about it and I am not a poet so I will just tell you. They get on either side of me. Heather has a hand braced on my hip and her mouth on the side of me, slow, draggin', and Lena has the other side and the other hip and is doin' a thing with her tongue at the head of me at the same time that Heather is doin' her own thing further down, and the two of 'em are TIMED. They are coordinated. They are passin' me off to each other in some kinda wordless dance they have apparently choreographed without me bein' present at any rehearsals, and one of 'em will take me deep and the other one will be at my hip with her teeth and then they switch and I do not know how they switch, I cannot see how the switch is workin', I have given up tryin' to track who is where, I am leanin' back against the shelf with both hands gripped around the metal edge and my head tipped back and my eyes squeezed shut and my mouth open and I am makin' sounds I am gonna be embarrassed about later if anybody mentions 'em.

Heather is the one who pulls back at exactly the wrong moment to say "Look at us, Mike."

I look. I look down at the two of 'em on the storeroom floor of my own coffee shop with their hair messy and their aprons twisted and their mouths shiny and their eyes on mine and I am — I am gone, I am gone, I am gone — and Heather smirks at me real slow and goes "there you are," and then she takes me deep one more time and Lena's tongue does the thing and I lose it, I lose it completely, I am gone with both hands fisted in two different colors of hair and a sound comin' out of me that is barely human and the two of 'em are workin' me through it without losin' a beat, and at the end of it I am leanin' against the shelf shakin' and tryin' to remember how to be a person and Heather and Lena are still on the floor lookin' up at me and Heather has her head tipped to one side and an expression of mild dissatisfaction on her face.

"Hm," she says.

"What."

"I didn't get any."

"You — what — Heather, you literally just — "

"I didn't get any for me, Mike. I serviced you. That's different. I haven't had anything yet."

"Heather — "

"Mike, sweetheart. Sit down."

"Sit — "

"On the floor. Right there. Now."

I sit.

I sit on the rubber storeroom mat with my back against the shelf and my jeans somewhere around my knees and my whole body still kinda twitchin' from what just happened, and Heather stands up and she unties her apron with the unhurried confidence of a woman who has all the time in the world, and she steps out of her jeans, and she steps out of her underwear, and she walks over to me, and she puts one hand on the top of my head and she looks down at me with her eyes hooded and her mouth a little open and she says:

"Open up, Mike. Mama's hungry too."

Lena, on the floor next to me, has not moved. Lena is sittin' back on her heels with her apron twisted to the side and one hand sliding up under the hem of her own shirt, watchin', and Heather glances down at her without takin' her hand off the top of my head and goes:

"You play with yourself, baby. You earned it. Show Mike how you do it when you're alone."

Lena's hand goes a little lower under the hem.

I am — I am — I do not even know what I am. I am a man on the floor of his own storeroom with a clipboard somewhere by his knee and the maple-Sumatra special completely forgotten and one woman lowerin' herself onto his face while another woman starts touchin' herself on the rubber mat next to him, and my hands come up to Heather's hips and I pull her down and I get to work, I get to work like a man who has learned a thing or two over the course of the road trip, and Heather gasps above me and her hands go into my hair and her hips start to roll against my mouth and I am — I am — I am exactly where I want to be.

I can hear Lena to my left, soft and a little ragged. Lena's small unhurried sounds. Heather, above me, is not unhurried. Heather is loud and demandin' and she is tellin' me — out loud, in clear English — exactly where to put my tongue and how fast and what angle, and I am followin' instructions like a man who loves takin' instructions from this particular woman, and her hands tighten in my hair and her hips start to go, and Lena's sounds to my left get a little faster, and Heather throws her head back and goes —

The storeroom is small. There is no buffer. The sounds are right there. Heather above me, Lena beside me, and I am the still point in the middle of a small loud beautiful storm in the storeroom of my own coffee shop on a Tuesday mornin' between rushes, and I am thinkin' very clearly, very specifically, the only thought my brain has room for:

The maple-Sumatra special can wait.

Heather goes. She goes — hard, loud, both hands fisted in my hair, riding it out on my mouth like a woman who has been waitin' for this since five thirty AM — and a half second later Lena makes a sharp little sound to my left and her body goes tight and I do not have to look to know what her face looks like, I have memorized that face, I will know that face in the dark for the rest of my life. And the three of us are panting on the floor of the storeroom in a tangle of bare skin and twisted aprons and one fallen clipboard and the warm smell of coffee, and Heather slides off my face and collapses next to me with her hair stuck to her forehead, and Lena crawls over to my other side and tucks herself into my shoulder, and we lay there like that for a long, long second.

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"Did you actually finish countin' the Ethiopian."

"...no."

"You wanna count it now?"

"I do not."

"Good answer."

She kisses my shoulder. Lena giggles into my collarbone.

Out in the front of the shop, faintly, somebody knocks at the front door.
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There is somethin' fundamentally wrong with drivin' a truck when you used to drive a Ducati.

I mean, I get it. I GET it. Milltown winters ain't kind to a bike and a coffee shop owner can't exactly strap a forty-pound bag of Ethiopian Yirgacheffe to the back of a sport bike, and I am a grown-ass man who has made a grown-ass decision to buy a practical vehicle for a practical life, and the truck is nice, the truck is FINE, the truck has heated seats and a cupholder big enough for one of my own lattes which is frankly more consideration than most automotive engineers give to a man, and yet.

And yet.

I miss the bike. I miss the bike like a limb. I miss the way the air hits you when you open it up on a stretch of empty highway, the way the world narrows down to just the road and the engine and your own heartbeat, the way you can't think about anything because thinkin' would kill you and so for once in your whole damn life your brain has to shut up. The truck is a cage. A nice cage, a comfortable cage, a cage with cruise control, but a cage all the same. And here I am, cruisin' down the county road toward St. Mary's with my hands at ten and two like a driver's ed poster, and I'm complainin'.

Which — stop it, Mike. Stop complainin'. You got a coffee shop. You got two gorgeous women who for reasons that pass human understanding have decided to let you put your hands on 'em. You got money in the bank, too much money in the bank honestly, and a roof, and heated seats, and here you are whinin' about a motorcycle like some kind of — like some kind of —

Greedy bastard.

That's the word. That's always been the word. Greedy is what got me into this whole mess in the first place, ain't it. Greedy is why I started minin' crypto when the line work got thin, greedy is why I kept minin' when I already had enough, and then kept minin' when I had more than enough, and then kept minin' when I had SO MUCH more than enough that the numbers stopped meanin' anything and I was just watchin' 'em go up 'cause watchin' 'em go up had become a thing I did, like brushin' my teeth, like a habit, like an addiction, like a — yeah. Yeah, like an addiction. And greedy is why even NOW, with Heather in my bed and Lena in my bed and both of 'em in my bed at the same time most mornings, greedy is why I'm drivin' forty-five minutes in a truck I don't love to a coffee shop I don't need to see a woman whose name I only know 'cause a seventy-year-old lady in a cardigan dropped it on my counter like a stick of dynamite.

Honey's.

Greedy.

My brain, which is a traitor and a degenerate and cannot be trusted under any circumstances, picks this exact moment to serve up — unbidden, unrequested, unwelcome — Jamie and Shondra.

Oh, come ON.

But yeah. Jamie and Shondra. Outside of Tulsa, summer two years ago, a bar that had a neon sign with one letter burned out so it read AR instead of BAR and I thought that was the funniest thing I'd ever seen and apparently so did they 'cause they let me buy 'em both a drink on the strength of me pointin' at it and wheezin'. Jamie was tall. Shondra was short. Jamie had a laugh like a car startin' in the cold and Shondra had a laugh like a bell, and somewhere around eleven PM the two of 'em exchanged a look that I didn't understand, and somewhere around midnight I DID understand it, and somewhere around one AM I was in a motel room that smelled like cheap detergent and Shondra was unbucklin' my belt while Jamie was behind me unbuttonin' my shirt and I remember thinkin' very clearly, very distinctly, like a sign lightin' up over the highway — oh. OH. You can HAVE this. This is a thing a person can HAVE.

First time I'd ever been with two women at once. First time I even realized that was somethin' on the menu for guys like me, guys who weren't movie stars or rock stars or oil heirs, guys who'd spent high school watchin' other guys get picked. And I remember — god, I remember Jamie laughin' in my ear, this warm rough laugh, sayin' slow down, cowboy, we got all night, and I remember thinkin' I did NOT have all night, I had approximately forty-five seconds if that, and somehow I made it longer than forty-five seconds 'cause Shondra put her hand on my chest and said breathe, and I breathed, and it was the first time in my whole life that a woman had told me to breathe durin' sex and meant it as a kindness instead of a complaint.

Greedy. I was so greedy I wanted to BOTTLE it. I wanted to take it home with me. I wanted to figure out how to make it happen again and again and I remember layin' there at like four in the mornin' with Jamie's hair in my mouth and Shondra's leg thrown over my hip thinkin' — is this who I am now. Is this a person I can BE.

Apparently yes. Apparently so. 'Cause here I am, two years and change later, and this mornin' Heather got in the shower with me and then two minutes later Lena got in the shower with us and it was crowded and it was wet and there was a lot of slippery reachin' around and Heather bossin' and Lena gigglin' and hot water runnin' down my back and three mouths and six hands and I didn't even know whose was whose half the time and I remember thinkin' — greedy. Still greedy. Always greedy. And also thinkin' — I don't even care. Let me be greedy. Let me have ALL of it.

The whole trip was like that, when I let myself think back on it. The whole cross-country thing. Every woman was a different door and I walked through every door I could find. More often than not inspired by the romance novel/smut/action adventure I was reading on any given day. There was the blonde in Kansas City who liked to be bitten, actual bite marks, she'd laugh about 'em in the mornin' like battle scars. There was the librarian outside of Memphis who didn't wanna talk at all, just wanted it slow and quiet, and I'd never done slow and quiet before and it turns out slow and quiet is a whole 'nother language that I had to learn from scratch. There was — there was that woman in the mountains, what was her name, Marta? Marisol? — who put ice cubes on me in places I did not know ice cubes could go and I nearly came outta my skin. There was the yoga teacher in Flagstaff who could do things with her hips that should probably be illegal in at least three states. And there was Janelle in Albuquerque with her lavender cappuccino and her bedpost and her honey, and the whole time, the WHOLE time, my brain was takin' notes like a kid in a candy store, writin' down every single sensation — this feels like THIS, that smells like THAT, this woman likes when I do THAT thing with my hand, that woman likes it when I DON'T — and I now somehow I’m here, back to Milltown with a head full of data and no damn clue what to do with it.

Yeah. Yeah, I really need a coffee.

The sign sneaks up on me 'cause I'm doin' that thing where I'm drivin' on autopilot and thinkin' about other stuff, which is the second-worst thing you can do in a truck after actually fallin' asleep. Little hand-painted sign, buttery yellow, cursive script, tucked between a used bookstore and a place that sells crystals and tarot cards:

HONEY'S

Huh. Cute.

The bell over the door is a real bell, not one of those electronic chime things, and it goes ting in a way that sounds honest. The shop smells like coffee and cinnamon and somethin' I can't place, somethin' warm and floral, and there's jazz playin' low, not the obnoxious kind, the good kind, the kind that sounds like somebody's grandpa's record collection. Two students at a corner table with laptops. An older man by the window readin' an actual newspaper like it's 1987. A woman at the counter pickin' up a drink and laughin' at somethin' the barista just said.

The barista.

"Can I help you?"

And I look up.

And my whole body goes oh.

'Cause when Miz Jenkinson said Honey's — came back in and WROTE it down on a napkin for me — she did not mean a cute business name. She did not mean a play on words. She meant Honey-honey. She meant Honey Watling. She meant EllaMae Watling's much older sister, the one who used to pick EllaMae up from high school in a convertible, the one I used to stare at through the chain-link fence like a kid starin' at a display case at the jeweler's, the one who is standin' right here behind this counter lookin' at me with her head tilted slightly to one side and a little half-smile, and she has not aged.

She has not aged.

Honey Watling appears to have been carved out of some kinda permanent, eternal, perfect marble, a sexy MILF-y, forty-five-years-old the day she hit puberty but in a good way, knowing and experienced without ever seeming wrung out if you know what I mean. And here she is lookin' at me, and I cannot remember how to form a word in the English language.

"...Mike?" she says.

Oh god. Oh GOD. She remembers me. SHE remembers ME.

"Mike Harlan, right? EllaMae's class? You used to stand by the fence."

"Uh," I say, trying not to die in a coffee shop on the wrong side of St. Mary’s on a fine Fall day. "Yeah. Hi. Honey. Hi, Honey. I — I own a coffee shop now."

She laughs. It's a low laugh, warm, the kind of laugh that goes all the way down into her chest, and I watch her laugh 'cause I can't help watchin' her laugh and she's wearin' a cream-colored sweater — of course she is, of course, the universe has it in for me — and the sweater is soft and loose and she crosses her arms under her chest when she laughs which does a thing that I am absolutely not gonna think about, nope, not gonna — It’s just a shadow. Just the faintest, smallest, barely-there darker patch on the cream of the sweater, right there, and it's already gone by the time my brain catches up and starts spinnin’ out one of my most private fantasies, milk on my tongue, warm and sweet, pumpin’ into my mouth from a boob, a woman’s boob, a woman I am fucking or about to fuck or have just fucked– Honey’s boob, in me, me pulling cream from her raspberries–

"A coffee shop," she says. "Well. That explains you drivin' all the way out here. Checkin' out the competition?"

"Recon," I blurt.

"Recon." She raises an eyebrow. "That's a very serious word, Mike."

"I'm a very serious guy."

"Are you?"

"...no."

She laughs again and this time it's at me, not with me, but in a way that feels like she's lettin' me in on the joke instead of makin' me the joke, and I don't know how she's doin' that, I don't know what the mechanism is, but I am takin' notes. "What can I get you, serious guy?"

"Flat white."

She's already movin', Her hands are quick and certain on the machine and I'm watchin' her work and tryin' to look like I'm watchin' her technique, the way a professional would watch another professional, and I am absolutely not foolin' anybody, least of all her, 'cause she glances up at me from under her lashes while she's tampin' the grounds and says:

"You can look, Mike. I don't mind."

And I make a sound. Not a word. Just a sound, which I guess is my body's default response to being flirted with by somebody who knows what they're doin'.

Dingggg goes the bell over the door and a man walks in, mid-thirties maybe forty, nice lookin' if you go for that sort of thing: guy in a nice jacket who looks like he jogs – and Honey looks up from where she's workin', and I swear to god she looks up through her eyelashes at him. Like, it's the first time I've ever really understood that phrase, but just for a second Honey looks like Princess Diana or something, at her most winsome, ensorcellin' journalists and commoners alike and then swear to god, she bats them at the man and instead of listenin' to either of them or notin' the price point of whatever strange additive syrup combo he's requested is (and, it's definitely weird) – instead I'm noticin' what's goin' on with me.

I'm not jealous.

I don't recall ever bein' a man who had much in the way of flirtin' power and I think all my luck on the road was just that – I was on the road, I was safe for the ladies cause I was a stranger from out of town and maybe they were safe for me, too, like, I let myself go cause there was no one to see. Maybe more fear of bein' laughed at either in the moment or the next day. That, and I was mightily inspired by all them unconventional romances I read.

Anyway, if you'd asked me last week or last year how I'd react to a woman who'd just been flirtin' with me then up and flirting with another man, I think I would have said – like Heather. Fast and furious and some kinda claymation he-man. And here I am, just amused.

Maybe partially cause of how I catch the man glancin' over at me while he's talking to Honey, I don't know. Maybe I'm bein' a little hard on myself. Maybe cause I got that fantasy of Honey to go home with, for free. I'm not really sure what's goin' on – but it's somethin'.

Honey slides my flat white across the counter without lookin' at me.

"On the house, serious guy."

I take the cup. My hands are workin' but my brain is somewhere else, somewhere about six inches to the left of my body, takin' notes again, writin' things down — this feels like THIS, that looks like THAT, this woman just flirted with two men in a row and I am not mad about it, I am —

I am somethin'.

I don't have the word yet.

I take my coffee to a little table by the window and I sit down and I watch Honey Watling flirt with a stranger, and I sip my flat white — which is, god DAMN it, better than mine — and I think: greedy.

Still greedy.

Always greedy.

But for what?
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"I'll take a dirty chai."

Now, normally? Normally I can handle this. Dirty chai is a regular drink, dirty chai is a thing a grown person can order in a coffee shop without anybody losin' their minds over the word dirty, and I have made approximately four hundred of these in the last two months without incident. But the woman orderin' it has on a leather jacket, and when she says dirty she says it like she's got opinions on the word, and also she draws it out a little, diiirty, and my brain, which I have already established is a degenerate traitor that cannot be trusted under any circumstances, immediately goes —

How dirty are we talkin', ma'am, 'cause there's dirty like extra shot of espresso and there's dirty like the thing Heather did in the walk-in last Tuesday and there's dirty like Janelle in Albuquerque with the honey and the bedpost and I swear to god if you tell me to make it filthy I am gonna —

"Mike."

Joe. Joe is standin' right behind Leather Jacket Lady and I did not see him come in 'cause I was busy havin' an episode. He is lookin' at me with the specific expression of a man who has watched me daydream through a customer interaction one too many times this week and is now lookin' forward to mockin' me for it publicly.

"I'll have what she's havin'," Joe says, cheerful as anythin'. "Dirty chai. Extra dirty. Make mine filthy, Mike."

I am gonna kill him.

Leather Jacket Lady snorts. Heather, who has been restockin' cups three feet away, goes very still in the way she goes still when she's decidin' whether the situation warrants homicide or merely mild torture. I make the drinks. I make 'em fast. I do not make eye contact with anybody.

Joe takes his cup and leans on the counter. "So listen. I gotta run out to the site today. Got some new readings from the soil guy and I wanna walk the perimeter, see it with my own eyes. You wanna ride along?"

"Which site."

"St. Mary's."

"YES."

It comes out of my mouth before my brain has fully processed the question and it comes out loud enough that Leather Jacket Lady pauses on her way to the door and glances back at me with one raised eyebrow. Heather does not glance. Heather does not have to glance. I can feel Heather's attention on the back of my neck like somebody set a match there.

"I mean," I try, "I mean, yeah, sure, that's — I been meanin' to get out there and take a look, that's — "

"Uh huh." Joe is grinnin' now. Joe has put two and two together and gotten whatever number Joe gets when he's enjoyin' himself at my expense. "Tomorrow mornin' good? I'll swing by."

"Great. Good. Perfect."

Joe salutes me with his dirty chai and saunters out. The bell dings. The door closes. And then there is a silence at my back that has physical weight, like somebody's pressin' a hand between my shoulder blades.

"St. Mary's," Heather says, conversationally, from behind me.

"Yep."

"With Joe."

"Yep."

"Sure is a lot of St. Mary's lately."

I turn around. She is not lookin' at me. She is wipin' down the espresso machine with the kind of focused attention you usually see in a surgeon. The rag is movin' in tight little circles. Her jaw is doin' a thing.

"Heather — "

"Don't Heather me, Mike."

"It's just — Joe needs — "

"I said don't Heather me." She flicks the rag over her shoulder and finally looks at me and her eyes are doin' the thing, the thing, the thing where they narrow by about one millimeter and somehow that one millimeter contains more information than most people manage in a whole conversation. "Go on your trip. Have fun with Joe. Drink your college-town coffee."

"Heather."

"Don't."

And she turns and walks into the back and the swingin' door swings behind her and I am standin' there holdin' a rag I don't remember pickin' up, feelin' about two inches tall, and also — god help me — a little bit turned on, 'cause Heather mad is Heather hot and I am apparently now the kind of man whose brain cannot tell the difference between trouble and foreplay.

Greedy. Still greedy.

Lena is in my kitchen wearin' one of my shirts and nothin' else that I can see and she is flippin' an egg in a cast iron pan like she was born doin' it. The mornin' light is comin' through the window over the sink and it's landin' on her hair and on the little curve of her hip where the shirt rides up and I am standin' in the doorway of my own kitchen havin' a small quiet crisis about how pretty she is.

"Sit down," she says, without turnin' around. "You're hoverin'."

"I'm not hoverin'."

"You're hoverin'. There's coffee. Sit."

I sit. She slides a plate in front of me — two eggs, toast, bacon, the bacon is crispy exactly how I like it, I did not tell her how I like my bacon and yet — and then she sits down across from me with her own plate and folds her legs up under her on the chair and starts eatin' like we've been doin' this every mornin' for ten years instead of, you know, a couple months.

"Where are you headed today?" she asks, mild as milk.

"Out with Joe. Environmental site."

"The one by St. Mary's?"

I pause with my fork halfway to my mouth. "How'd you know it was by St. Mary's."

"Heather."

"Heather told you."

"Heather told me a LOT of things." Lena takes a bite of toast, chews thoughtfully. "Most of 'em were about St. Mary's."

"Lena — "

"I'm not mad, Mike."

"I didn't think you — "

"I'm never mad." She looks up at me and her eyes are this soft gray color in the mornin' light and there is absolutely nothin' in them except patience. Lena's face is a thing I still do not fully understand. There are rooms in it I have not been into yet. "I just think it's interesting."

"What's interesting."

"That you keep goin' up there." She shrugs, one shoulder, a little twitch. "That's all. Just interesting." And then she reaches across the table and steals a piece of my bacon and eats it with her fingers and smiles at me and my whole chest does somethin' complicated that I do not have time to think about 'cause there's a truck horn in the driveway and it's Joe.

"Go." She waves me off. "Have fun. Don't get arrested."

"Why would I get arrested?"

I am still tryin' to figure out what she meant by that when I am halfway down the driveway with a piece of toast in my mouth and my jacket half-on.

The site is ugly.

I want to say that first 'cause I think sometimes when you're writin' — when you're thinkin' — about environmental damage you use words like impacted and degraded and contaminated and those words are all fine, those words are accurate, but they don't tell you the thing you actually need to know, which is: the site is ugly. It looks wrong. The grass is the wrong color. There's a kind of pale orange crust along the low spots where water used to pool. A creek that oughta be clear is runnin' a sort of iron-tea brown and there's no bugs on the surface, which if you've ever spent any time near a healthy creek you know is the kinda wrong that makes your skin crawl before your brain even catches up.

Joe is standin' with his hands in his back pockets lookin' out over it and he's got the same expression he gets when he's about to deliver bad news at a town meetin'.

"So," I say.

"So."

"It's worse than last time."

"Mm." He rocks back on his heels. "Soil guy says the plume's movin'. Slow, but movin'. We got maybe a year before it hits the aquifer proper, and if it hits the aquifer it hits the wells, and if it hits the wells — "

"Yeah."

"Yeah."

We stand there for a minute. Wind comes through and moves the dead grass around. I'm thinkin' about the money in the bank that I don't deserve and the cleanup that nobody's payin' for and the way Joe hasn't said the word money once 'cause Joe is the kinda guy who won't ever ask you for it even when he knows you got it, and I am thinkin' about how I am gonna have to bring up the checkbook myself, later, on the drive back, when it won't feel like he's askin'.

Greedy, my brain says. Not this time, asshole, I say back. Shut up.

Joe clears his throat. "So. Heather."

Oh no.

"Joe — "

"I just wanna say." He is tryin' very hard not to grin and failin'. "The first time I walked into your shop. The very first time. I thought she was flirtin' with ME."

"Joe."

"I did! I was like, damn, this tall drink of trouble is really comin' at me, I might have to let Carly know I got a situation on my hands. I was over there thinkin' about how to let her down gentle." He finally lets the grin out. It is a TERRIBLE grin. "And then I watched her for about forty-five more seconds and I realized, oh. OH. This woman is not flirtin' with me. This woman is PERFORMIN' for someone. And I turned around and there you were, behind the counter, lookin' like you'd just been hit in the head with a fryin' pan, and I thought — yep. There he is. That's the target."

"I hate you."

"You love me."

"I really don't."

"She's doin' it on purpose, Mike. The whole pissed-off routine. It's a show, son. You are bein' performed AT. Every day. All day. By a woman who could be doin' literally anythin' else with her time and has chosen, instead, to direct a one-woman play in which you are the audience AND the leadin' man. Do you understand what a gift that is?"

I do understand. I understood it yesterday when Joe said it the first time, I understood it this mornin' in the shower, I understand it right now, and the problem is not that I don't understand it, the problem is that I also want to see Honey Watling pour a flat white and I don't know what that says about me.

"Speakin' of women who know what they're doin'," Joe says, a little too casually. "Me and Sam are plannin' a fishin' trip in a few weeks. Up to the cabin."

"Yeah?"

"Couple of us. There’s a few ladies up there we like to visit with." He is lookin' out at the creek, not at me. "It's a good time. Everybody's pretty — easy — about things, up at the cabin. Away from town. You know how it is."

I do not know how it is. I have a suspicion about how it is. My whole body has a suspicion about how it is. My brain is already formin' a picture of how it is and the picture is doin' things to me that I am absolutely not gonna discuss with Joe right now in the middle of a contaminated field.

“Yeah? I say, trying to sound casual.

“I mean, if you think it’s the sort of thing you’d be interested in.” Joe looks at me out of the corner of his eye. “ Saw you knocking out of the back room with both Heather andLena in tow and nobody’s hair or skirts going the same direction.”

Ah.

“Yeah,” Joe goes on. “Thought it might be your cuppa tea seein’ as how–” he waves his hand abstractedly. “You know. But a little bit different from that, too.”

My brain is not here any more. My brain is up at a cabin I have never seen. My brain is tryin' to figure out what easy about things means and it is comin' up with answers that have me standin' very still in a contaminated field tryin' not to look like a man whose pants are slowly becomin' a problem. I am thinkin' about rooms. I am thinkin' about who might be in those rooms. I am thinkin' about who might be watchin' who in those rooms and I do not know when I started thinkin' about watchin' as a separate activity from participatin' but here I am, thinkin' it, and I cannot un-think it.

"We're close to St. Mary's out here," I say, 'cause I need to change the subject and also 'cause I am a degenerate who cannot stop pickin' at the scab.

"Real close. Maybe fifteen minutes."

"Where do you get coffee when you're up here, Joe?"

He snorts. "Mike. Come on."

"What."

"You know where I get coffee when I'm up here."

"Humor me."

He looks at me. He looks at me for a long second, and there is somethin' in his face that I cannot quite read, somethin' that might be amusement and might be pity and might be both at the same time.

"Honey's, Mike. I get my coffee at Honey's. Everybody with half a taste bud in this county gets their coffee at Honey's. Honey Watling has been makin' the best cup in a fifty-mile radius since before you and me were legal to drink, and if you have not yet made the pilgrimage up to her counter, then you are not a serious coffee man and I do not know what we've been doin' in this friendship."

"...right."

"You been?"

"Yeah, Joe. I've been."

"And?"

"And it's good coffee."

Joe watches me for another second. Then he claps me on the shoulder and turns back toward the truck.

"Yeah, Mike," he says. "It sure is."

And I stand there for one more second lookin' out at the brown creek and the dead grass and I think, very clearly, very distinctly, the same thought I had in the shop yesterday and the truck this mornin' and the kitchen with Lena an hour ago:

That damned name again.
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"Stop the truck, Joe."

"Mike, what — "

"Just stop the truck for a second, would you. Look at that."

Joe stops the truck.

A mile from where the brown creek and the dead grass and the orange crust were doin' their slow ugly work on the world, a ridge suddenly appeared to our right. Gray and then green, like maybe the idea of a forest lurked somewhere. And then, at the end of the dirt track, an apple orchard.

An apple orchard.

An apple orchard.

A whole apple orchard, half-wild, completely abandoned, the trees gone gnarled and shaggy with no one to prune 'em, the rows still vaguely visible if you knew what to look for but mostly just a beautiful chaos of old apple trees in a long grass field maybe fifty acres across, with the late afternoon sun comin' down through 'em sideways and turnin' the whole thing the color of honey.

"Huh," Joe says, after a second.

"Yeah."

"Place was a commercial orchard back in the sixties. Fella died, wife sold the land to the county for a song, county never did anythin' with it. Trees just kept goin'."

"How close is it to the site?"

"Mile, maybe a mile and a half as the crow flies." Joe glances at me. "Why."

"No reason."

"Mike."

"No reason, Joe."

The whole rest of the drive home it’s all I can think about, how a mile and a half from a place where the land was dyin' there is a place where the land’s decided it’s gonna live anyway. How the two places are the same county and the same dirt and the same sky and one of 'em is a scar and the other is — somethin' else. A place the world had given up on that had just kept goin'.

Of course Lena says take me whenI tell her about it. Lena says take me the way other people say good morning. Lena's idea of a perfect afternoon involves trees and dirt and a packed lunch and bein' barefoot in long grass somewhere her phone doesn't get reception, and I have known this about her since approximately our second date, when I made the mistake of suggestin' a picnic and she lit up like I had just offered her a diamond. Lena does not require fancy. Lena requires outside.

Which is how, on a Saturday afternoon, with a clear blue sky and a soft breeze movin' the long grass in slow waves, I am parkin' the truck on the same dirt road Joe stopped on three days ago and helpin' Lena down from the passenger side, and she has on a sundress and her hair is loose down her back and she is takin' my hand and pullin' me through the gap in the trees into the orchard like a kid headed for an Easter egg hunt.

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"Mike, it's gorgeous."

"I told you."

"You did NOT tell me it was THIS gorgeous. You said abandoned apple orchard. Those are not the same thing."

"Lena, abandoned apple orchard is exactly the thing."

"You're a poet, Mike Harlan."

"I am NOT."

She laughs and walks ahead of me through the long grass and the late afternoon sun is hittin' her hair and the back of her neck and the curve of her shoulder where the sundress strap has slipped down a quarter inch, and I am followin' her into the orchard with my hands in my pockets and my brain doin' the thing it has been doin' for three days.

A mile and a half from here there is a creek that runs the wrong color.

A mile and a half. That is closer than the gas station. That is closer than the post office. That is the same place, more or less, in any way that matters to a soil scientist, and yet here in this fifty acres of half-wild apple trees the bees are workin' the late blossoms and the grass is deep and there is a smell on the air that is sweet and yeasty and a little drunk, fallen apples fermentin' in the grass somewhere I cannot see, and the world is insistin' on bein' alive, on this exact patch of dirt, with no help from anybody at all, in defiance of everythin' a mile and a half that way.

I cannot stop lookin' at it. The persistence of the orchard.

"Mike."

"Hmm."

"Mike. Hello."

Lena is twenty feet ahead of me in a small clearin' between four old trees, lookin' back at me over her shoulder with her hand on her hip. The sundress is doin' a thing in the breeze. Her face is doin' a thing in the dappled light.

"You're thinkin' too loud again."

"Sorry."

"What about."

"The orchard. It's so close to the dyin' part of the land. And it's so — alive. And I keep thinkin' about how — "

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"You wanna think about that, or you wanna come over here."

I have to laugh. 'Cause Lena is standin' in a sun-warmed clearin' in an abandoned apple orchard with one bare shoulder showin' and her hand on her hip and she has just very gently informed me that I am philosophizin' on her time, and the thing about Lena is that she is never wrong about whose time it is.

"Lena."

"What."

"You came here ready, didn't you."

"Mike. I am always ready."

"I brought you here to look at trees."

"I am, in fact, lookin' at the trees, Mike, and the trees are beautiful, and there is no point in not appreciatin' everythin' in god's creation."

"You did NOT just bring the lord into this."

"I did."

"You are gonna use the lord to talk me into — "

"Sweetheart, I don't need the lord. I just thought it was funny."

She holds out her hand.

I cross the twenty feet of long grass between us and I take her hand and I pull her up against me and I kiss her, in the dappled sun-warm clearin' of an abandoned apple orchard a mile and a half from a brown creek, and Lena melts into me the way she always does, the small soft yieldin' she does where her whole body kinda gives, and I have one hand at the small of her back and the other at the back of her neck and her hair is in my fingers and she is up on her toes against me. And the thing my brain does next is the thing my brain has been doin' for the last week without my permission.

My brain says: anyone could see this.

Anyone. Anyone at all. There is a road right behind us, a county dirt road, true, not a busy one, but a road, and roads have cars on 'em sometimes, and there is the path through the trees we walked in on, which means the path goes both ways, which means somebody could be walkin' the other way down it right now and could be about to step into this clearin' and see exactly what is happenin' here, and Joe knows about this orchard, Joe knows about this orchard, and Joe could decide today is the day he comes back out to take a second look at it for some Joe-related reason, and if Joe walked into this clearin' right now he would see his buddy Mike with his hand under the back of Lena's sundress and his mouth on her neck and Lena's small whimper of a sound just barely escapin' between us and —

— and somethin' goes hot and tight in my chest in a way I am not entirely prepared for.

I turn her. I turn Lena around. I press her gently with her back against the trunk of the nearest old apple tree, and the bark is rough and the trunk is wide, and her hands come up over her head and her palms flatten against the bark behind her and she looks up at me with those big patient brown eyes and her mouth a little open and she is waitin', she is waitin' to find out what I am gonna do, and the waitin' is the thing she likes the best.

"Lena."

"Yeah."

"Joe knows about this orchard."

"Mm."

"He could come back out here today."

Her eyes do a thing. Just a small thing. A little flicker. A little catch.

"...could he," she says, soft.

"He could. He could be drivin' up that road right now. He could be parkin' the truck." I lean in. My mouth is at her ear. I am whisperin' into her hair. "He could be walkin' down that path right now wonderin' why my truck is parked at the gap, and he could be about to step into this clearin' in about thirty seconds, Lena. And find me with my hands on you against this tree."

She makes a sound. Not loud. A small oh.

I am — I am findin' somethin' here. I am findin' somethin' I did not know I was lookin' for, and the findin' of it is doin' somethin' to me that I am gonna have to think about later, when I am alone, with a cold cloth on the back of my neck. For right now I am just gonna keep findin' it.

"You like that," I say. Not a question.

"Mike — "

"You like the idea, don't you."

"...maybe."

"Maybe."

She closes her eyes. I press my forehead against hers. My hand has slid up under her sundress and her thigh is warm and her breath has gone shallow and ragged against my mouth, and she is not sayin' no. Lena is sayin' the opposite of no in every part of her body that does not require words.

"Tell me," I say.

"Yes."

"Yes what."

"Yes, Mike."

I get the sundress up. I get my belt undone. The tree is at her back and the bark is rough through the thin cotton of her dress and she makes a little sound when I lift her, a little uh, and her legs come up around my hips like she has done this exact maneuver in this exact spot a hundred times before in a dream, and I am inside her in the dappled sun-warm under an old apple tree in an abandoned orchard a mile and a half from a brown creek, and the world has narrowed down to her face and her hair against the bark and the sound she just made and the heat of her wrapped tight around me.

"Mike — "

"Shh."

"Mike, somebody could — "

"I know, Lena. That is the point."

She tightens. Just from those words. Her whole body goes a little tighter around me and I make a sound I do not entirely recognize and I press my mouth to her throat and I whisper into the soft skin there.

"You hear that?"

"What."

"Listen."

We both go still. The orchard around us is doin' the thing an orchard does on a Saturday afternoon — bees, breeze, the dry rustle of long grass, somewhere far off the call of a bird I do not know the name of — and underneath all of it, faint, just barely there, the sound of a vehicle on a dirt road. A truck. Maybe a quarter mile away. Comin' or goin', I cannot tell.

Lena's eyes go wide.

"Mike."

"Mm-hm."

"That's a truck."

"I know it is."

"Mike, what if — "

"Hold on to me, Lena. Just hold on to me."

The truck sound moves. I cannot tell which direction. It could be Joe. It could be a farmer. It could be a cleanup crew worker drivin' between sites. It could be anybody. It could be NOBODY, it could be a sound of a truck on some other road that we are just hearin' through the trees, and I do not care, I do not care which one it is, 'cause Lena is doin' a thing with her hips against me and her arms are tight around my neck and her eyes are huge and her breath is ragged and the not knowin' whether somebody is comin' is the entire point. The not knowin' is what is doin' it to both of us.

The truck sound fades.

It fades and it does not come closer and Lena and I are alone again in the clearin' under the apple tree and Lena lets out a long unsteady breath against my neck.

"Take me out further," she says. Real quiet. Just for me.

"...what."

"You heard me, Mike. Take me further out. Toward the road."

I almost drop her.

I am sayin' that 'cause I want to be honest with you. I almost dropped her. I have been the one in charge of this whole encounter since I turned her around against the tree, I have been the one whisperin' in her ear about Joe and the road and the truck, I am the dominant one in this relationship, that is the dynamic, that is how it works, and right now Lena Hoyt with her bare feet in the long grass and her sundress around her waist and her arms around my neck has just very softly suggested that we go further out — where it is more open, where the road is closer, where the chances of bein' seen are higher — and I have to catch up to my own girl, 'cause my own girl is one step ahead of me.

"Lena — "

"Take me out further, Mike."

I set her down.

I set her down on her bare feet in the grass and I take her hand and I pull her, half-undressed, the sundress hangin' open, my belt undone, through the long grass between two more apple trees and into a different kinda spot — a spot where the trees thin out, where there is more sky overhead, where the sun is hittin' direct instead of dappled, and there is an old fallen apple tree in the middle of this clearin' that gave up at some point in the last decade and lay down to die. The trunk is sun-warmed and silver-gray and almost waist-high.

I bend her over it.

I bend her gently over the fallen trunk and her palms press into the silver-gray bark and her hair falls forward over her face and her sundress rides up over her hips and we are now in almost full sun, in the middle of a clearin', maybe forty feet from the dirt road on the other side of the tree line, and anybody who walked into this orchard from the road right now would see us immediately. There would be no question about what they were seein'. There would be no hidin' it. There would be no pretendin'.

I get behind her.

I slide back into her and she makes a sound that is louder than any sound she has made so far, a small unh, and her hands grip the trunk and her back arches and I lean forward over her and I get my mouth at her ear again and I whisper:

"Look at where I have you, Lena."

"Mike — "

"Look. Look at where you are."

She lifts her head. She opens her eyes. She looks across the long grass and through the gap in the trees toward the dirt road, and the road is empty, and she can see that the road is empty, but she can also see how visible she is, how visible we are, how a single car comin' around that bend in the next thirty seconds would see her bent over a sun-warmed tree trunk in the middle of an open clearin' with her sundress hiked up around her waist and her hands grippin' the bark and Mike Harlan behind her with his belt undone, and the seein' of how visible she is does it to her. I feel her whole body do it. She tightens around me again and her elbows give a little and her forehead drops down to the bark and she makes a sound that is the loudest sound she has made yet.

"Mike."

"I'm here."

"Mike."

"I'm here, Lena, I'm right here."

I am thrustin' slow at first. I am thrustin' slow 'cause I am tryin' to make this last 'cause I have never in my life felt anythin' like this. This is a kind of arousal that is completely different from anythin' I knew was on the menu. This is not just bein' inside her. This is bein' inside her while bein' watched by a road that might at any second produce a watcher, and the watcher does not even need to exist, the watcher just needs to be possible, and the possibility is doin' things to me I have never had words for and am only just now beginnin' to suspect words exist for.

I speed up. I cannot help speedin' up.

Lena's hands slide on the bark. She is gaspin'. The fallen trunk is rockin' just barely under us. The sun is full on her back and her hair is in the breeze and the smell of crushed grass is everywhere and I am gone. I am leanin' forward over her and I am whisperin' into her ear anybody could see you, Lena, anybody, anyone could come around that bend, anyone could be watchin' us right now from the trees, anyone — and she comes.

She comes hard. Lena, who is usually so quiet, Lena whose orgasms are usually small and inward and shy, comes loud in the middle of an open clearin' in an abandoned apple orchard with her face pressed to a sun-warmed tree trunk and her hands scrabblin' for purchase on the silver bark, and the sound of her makes me lose any control I had left and I am right behind her, my hands gripped tight on her hips and my forehead pressed between her shoulder blades and the world goin' white at the edges. And we are still and we are still, and the orchard around us is doin' its bee-and-grass-and-distant-bird thing like nothin' has happened, like the whole world has not just realigned itself around me, and Lena is breathin' hard against the bark of the trunk and I am breathin' hard against the back of her sundress and the sun is warm on my back and the sun is also, I notice, lightin' both of us up like a picture.

Anyone comin' around that bend right now would see us.

Nobody comes.

Eventually I straighten up. I pull her up with me. I get her back into her sundress with hands that are not entirely steady. I pull my belt back through the loops. We stand there in the clearin' for a second just bein' there, in the middle of an abandoned apple orchard in the late afternoon sun, and Lena leans her head against my chest and she is quiet for a long time before she says, very small, very soft:

"You liked that one, Mike. You really, really liked that one."

"Yeah."

"Like, more than usual."

"...yeah."

She tips her face up to look at me. The look on her face is the soft amused knowin' look she gets sometimes, the look that says I have figured somethin' out about you that you have not figured out about yourself yet, and I am not gonna be the one to tell you, you are gonna have to find it on your own, but I am gonna be here when you do.

"Mike Harlan," she says.

"Yeah."

"You learn somethin' new about yourself today?"

"...maybe."

"Maybe."

"Lena."

"Yeah."

"Yeah. Maybe I did."

She kisses me. Light. On the corner of the mouth.

"Good," she says. And takes my hand. And starts walkin' me back through the long grass toward the truck.

I look back, once, at the fallen tree trunk in the middle of the clearin'. The sun-warmed silver bark. The crushed grass around it where her feet were. The persistence of the orchard. A mile and a half from a place that gave up, here is a place that did not, and somethin' new in me that I did not know was there until today.

Field work, I think.

I am doin' some field work.


6




Crypto is dirty.

I mean like, environmentally, dirty. I don't think most folks who ain't been in it really understand how dirty, and I say this as a man who was in it up to his eyeballs. You know what a proof-of-work minin' rig does, functionally, in terms of physical reality? It burns electricity to do math. That's it. That's the whole job. It burns a silly amount of electricity — like, a stupid amount, an amount that would make your grandma faint — to do a bunch of useless guessin' math real fast, and every once in a while the math pays off and you get a little slice of made-up money, and meanwhile the grid is groanin' and the coal plant somewhere upstream is chuggin' along a little harder on account of you, and the atmosphere is catchin' a little more carbon on account of you, and the creek a hundred miles from you is runnin' a little browner on account of people like you, and you don't see any of that 'cause all you see is the number on the screen go up.

I had twelve rigs in my basement at the peak.

Twelve. Stacked up in a rack I built myself outta angle iron and plywood. Fans runnin' twenty-four hours a day 'cause those things put out heat like a pottery kiln, the whole basement was eighty-five degrees in January, and I had a little portable AC unit fightin' a losin' war against the heat output, and the power bill, sweet Jesus, the power bill. I was payin' more to run that basement than some folks pay in rent. Lucky for me the line work was steady and the crypto was goin' up faster than the power bill was, so on paper I was winnin', except winnin' meant I was sittin' in a house that sounded like a server farm and smelled like hot electronics and couldn't bring a date home 'cause the first thing they'd say when they walked in the door was what is that noise, and I'd have to explain, and explainin' it always made me sound like either a drug dealer or a lunatic or both.

Not that I had a lotta dates to bring home. Let's be honest. I had no dates to bring home. I had the job and I had the rigs and I had a couch that I'd fallen asleep on so many times it had a Mike-shaped dent in it, and every once in a while I'd drive an hour to a bar in a different town so none of my coworkers would see me strikin' out, and I'd strike out, and I'd drive home. That was my life for a long time. Hot basement. Empty couch. Number on the screen goin' up.

So yeah. I owe the creek a check. I owe a whole buncha creeks a whole buncha checks.

But I ain't doin' the eco warrior shit today. Today I am getting myself a cup of coffee. Doing the recon I was supposed to do the other day. Checking out the competition/. Focusing on business. The benjamins.

****

"Serious guy," Honey says, when the bell tings. She does not look up from the steam wand. "Twice in one week. I'm flattered."

"You remembered."

"You're memorable."

I nearly walk into a table.

She laughs — that low laugh, the one that lives in her chest — and nods at the counter. "What are we doin' today. Flat white again, or you feelin' adventurous?"

"Adventurous."

"Oh yeah?"

She raises one eyebrow and leans on the counter and looks at me like I just said somethin' a whole lot braver than I meant to, and my mouth goes dry even though I am a grown man who owns a business and has two whole girlfriends, one with an exhibitionist streak so strong and free and wild it's inspirin' my own sort of risk-seeking behavior, which is not an impulse I really knew I had in me. And which I guess I'm not totally ready to embrace but – "Surprise me," I manage.

"Oh, Mike," Honey says, turning towards the machine. "That's a dangerous sentence."

Yeah, she can see right through me. But it's my turn to watch her.

Here is what I notice, 'cause I am a student now, I am studyin', I am takin' notes. She moves like somebody who has been doin' this for fifteen years and knows exactly how much energy each motion is worth. She doesn't waste a step. She doesn't look at her hands. She measures grounds by feel, tamps with the heel of her palm in a quick little press that looks almost lazy until you notice the pressure she's puttin' behind it, and then she locks the portafilter into the group head with a twist of her wrist that is — I'm gonna say it — a little bit suggestive, except I'm pretty sure she doesn't mean it that way and I am absolutely the one bringin' that energy into the room.

Steam hisses. Milk stretches. Her forearms flex, just a little, where she's holdin' the pitcher. Cream-colored sweater again today, different cream-colored sweater, the woman apparently has a whole wardrobe of them and it is doin' things to me, and she catches my eye across the bar while she's pourin' the milk and she does NOT look away while she's pourin', she is pourin' a perfect rosetta without lookin' at the cup, she is lookin' at ME and pourin' a rosetta from muscle memory and I am now officially in trouble.

She slides the cup across.

"Cardamom rose latte. On the house."

"You keep givin' me free drinks, I'm gonna start feelin' guilty."

"Don't."

I take a sip. It is — it is really good. It tastes like somethin' your grandma would make if your grandma was a witch in the good way, warm and floral and just a little sharp at the edges, and I make a face I did not mean to make and Honey laughs.

"Yeah?"

"Yeah."

"Sit. Stay a while. I'll bring you somethin' else in a bit."

And that's how the next four hours go.

I set up at a little table by the window with my laptop open to a spreadsheet I am not lookin' at, and every forty-five minutes or so Honey drifts over with somethin' new. Round two is a horchata cold brew that tastes like cinnamon toast crunch if cinnamon toast crunch was a religious experience. Round three is a tiny little cortado with a curl of orange peel on the side. Round four she doesn't bring me a drink. Round four she sits down across from me with a glass of water and puts her chin in her hand and says:

"So. Serious guy. You hungry?"

"Am I —"

Am I waitin' to latch on to one of your magnificent breasts? Most certainly. But somehow I don't think that's what you are offerin' but right now that's all I can think and it's easier to keep my mouth shut than open it and say the wrong thing, I think.

"Hungry. Food. A burger. I'm off in fifteen, there's a place down the block."

I open my mouth. I close my mouth. I open it again.

"You — are you askin' me — "

"I'm askin' you to dinner, Mike."

"Yes," I say, before I can say anything else. "Yes, I'd like that."

And then cause I can't help myself – "Me and you?"

"Well not like I'm flying EllaMae home for the night am I?"

"Yes," I say. "Yes. Burger. I would like a burger. With you. Yes."

"Good." She stands up. "Fifteen minutes."

**********

The place down the block is a diner. Red vinyl booths, a barely-still-functioning jukebox and a waitress named Doris who calls everybody hon regardless of gender.

"So," I say, after a long pull on my root beer. "How is EllaMae?"

"Married. Two kids. She lives in Denver now, works for some tech company, I don't entirely understand what she does. She calls me every Sunday."

"Good for her."

"Good for her." Honey smiles. "She was always the ambitious one. I just wanted a coffee shop."

"How'd you end up with this one?"

"Old owner was retirin'. I'd been workin' here eight years already. He offered me a good price. I'd been savin'." She shrugs. "I didn't wanna go anywhere else. Milltown's too small for me — no offense — and I liked St. Mary's. The college kids are nice. The professors are nicer. Everybody's readin' a book. It's a good town to make coffee in."

I nod, watching her dab at a smear of ketchup with the last of her fries.

"You like Milltown?"

"I like who's in it," I say.

Honey takes a swig of her root beer. "So. Mike Harlan."

"Honey Watlin'."

"You ever settle down?"

I almost choke on my last french fry.

"...settle down?"

"Yeah. Settle down. Get a wife. Couple kids. Picket fence. The whole bit." She has her chin in her hand again and that direct unhurried look on her face, the one that says she has all the time in the world for me to come up with an answer. "I always wondered."

"Naw." It comes out faster than I mean it to. "Naw, I don't — I don't think I'm marriage material, Honey."

"Mm. And why is that?"

Now there is a question. There is a question I have not been asked out loud in I do not know how many years, and the asker is lookin' at me across a Formica table with the kindest most matter-of-fact face I have ever seen on a woman, and I am openin' my mouth to give her the easy answer, the I just never met the right one answer I have used on every other person who has ever asked me, and instead what comes out of my mouth is —

"I don't know."

"You don't know."

"I just — guys like me, Honey. Marriage is for guys who know what they want and how to keep it. I never been real good at the keepin' part. Maybe for a while I didn’t know what I wanted, either. Maybe still don’t some days only--not in a bad way."

"You lonely, Mike?"

I feel my face go hot.

I feel it happen. I feel my face go hot in a diner across from a woman I had a crush on when I was sixteen years old, and she still has me in the exact same place she had me in 1998, which is in a kind of half-articulate emotional puddle, and she clocks the blush, of course she clocks the blush, this woman would clock a blush from across a parkin' lot, and she tilts her head.

"Or," she says, slower, "you got someone?"

I open my mouth.

I close my mouth.

I open it again. And here is the thing, here is the thing about sittin' across from Honey Watlin' at thirty-whatever versus age sixteen — at sixteen I would have lied. I would have stammered out naw, ain't nobody, and I would have meant it, and it would have been true. But I am thirty-whatever now and there is somebody, there are two somebodies, and the truth is in my mouth before I have decided whether to let it out, and I let it out.

"Nothin' serious," I say. "I mean — there's some folks. I'm seein' a few people, I guess. If you know what I mean."

I watch her face for the wince.

There is no wince.

There is, instead, a small slow smile creepin' up one side of Honey Watlin's mouth like I have just handed her a piece of news she was hopin' for, and I am sittin' there feelin' two things at once that I cannot entirely sort out. One of 'em is greedy — I just told this beautiful woman that I am seein' other women in a way that very deliberately left a door open, in a way that any woman with two functionin' ears would hear as and there is room for one more, and the greed of leavin' that door open is hot and uncomfortable in my chest in the way that all my greedy-feelin's have been hot and uncomfortable in my chest since I was about twelve. And the other thing is — proud of myself. Of saying what I know and also what I don’t know. Not trying to be all puffed up manchested about the unknowns. And not hiding being open and interested.

"Mike Harlan," Honey says. Soft. Like she is namin' me.

"Yeah."

"You're definitely partner material. Husband material, even, if that's what you ever decide you want. You always were."

"Honey — "

"You just gotta believe it. Believe in yourself. That was always the part you were missin'." Her eyes have gone a little far away, the way eyes go when a person is rememberin' somethin'. "Back when you used to hang around the fence after school waitin' on EllaMae, I used to look at you and think that boy doesn't know what he's got, and I wonder if he is ever gonna figure it out. I used to wonder about you, Mike. I really did."

"You — you wondered about me."

"I wondered about you."

"Honey Watlin', I was a kid. I was sixteen years old, I was — "

"You were a sweet kid. With sad eyes. Who didn't know what he was worth." She shrugs, one shoulder, that small Honey shrug. "I'm glad you're figurin' it out, is all. I'm glad somebody is helpin' you figure it out. Or you're figurin' it out yourself. Either way."

I cannot speak. I am gonna have to take a whole minute here in this booth before I can say a single word in the English language. I focus very hard on my fries.

"Can I ask you somethin'," I say, after a beat.

"Go for it."

"You — are you seein' anybody?"

"Yes."

I keep my face very still. I am sayin' that 'cause I want to be honest with you. I work very hard to keep my face very still in the second after she says it, 'cause my whole chest does a small disappointed oh that I was not entirely expectin' and that I am tryin' very hard not to broadcast across this booth, and I am simultaneously tryin' to remind myself that it is fine, of course she is seein' somebody, look at her, what kinda fool would she be if she wasn't. And also — also it is allowed to be a little bit disappointed, 'cause bein' interested in a person who is takin' you to dinner is in fact the normal response, and I am allowed to be a normal person sittin' in a normal booth havin' normal feelings about a very not-normal woman across the table from me. I am tryin' to do all of this face-managin' in the half-second before my expression has time to fall, and I am about ninety percent successful at it.

The other ten percent — Honey clocks. Of course Honey clocks.

And in the very next breath, before I can recover, before I can rally, before I can change the subject to the weather or the burgers or anything, she says:

"It's not exclusive."

She says it real casual. Like she is mentionin' the special. Like it is a fact about her life that I might find interestin' in the same way I might find it interestin' that she takes her coffee black or that her favorite color is green. It's not exclusive. Three words. She drops 'em on the Formica between us and goes back to her water.

I make a sound that is not a word.

"He's pretty easy about a lot of things, actually."

Easy about things.

Kinda like the same phrase as Joe used talking about his fishing spot. Everybody's pretty easy about things up at the cabin.

And suddenly that's where my brain takes us, to Joe's fishin' cabin, me suckin' on Honey's boobs while Joe fucks her, cream drippin' down her thighs and somehow I am able to watch her bein' fucked, Joe drillin' in and out of her, harder and harder, poundin' her even as I'm suckin' out cream so hard, coatin' my tongue, spurtin' all over Honey's tits, lickin' it up even as I am fuckin' her face, now Lena lickin' her clit, maybe Heather in there, too, lickin' Joe's dick as it shuttles in and out of Honey and then it's me fuckin' her, just the two of us, her moanin' my name –

Nope.

Nope, she did not just imply what you think she just implied, Mike, you are a degenerate and your brain makes things up and this is a very nice woman tellin' you about her dating life like a normal adult and you are NOT GONNA sit here and sexualize it, absolutely not, shake it off, shake it off, finish your burger like a normal human bein'.

I finish my burger like a normal human bein'.

We pay. We walk out. The night is cool and St. Mary's is doin' its nice-small-college-town thing, string lights over the sidewalk, a couple of students laughin' across the street, somebody playin' a guitar badly in the distance. We walk back toward her shop 'cause her car's parked there.

"This was nice," she says, when we get to her driver's side door.

"Yeah."

"You should come back."

"I should."

"Good night, Mike."

"Good night, Honey."

She opens her door. I turn around. I take two steps toward my truck. I am tellin' myself I did the right thing, I am tellin' myself a grown man takes a woman to dinner and says good night like a gentleman and does not push his luck, I am tellin' myself all the correct and honorable things a man tells himself.

And then I turn back around.

She is still standin' there with her hand on the door, watchin' me, like she knew I was gonna turn back around before I knew I was gonna turn back around.

I walk the two steps. She lets go of the door. I put one hand on her cheek — I don't remember decidin' to put it there, my hand just goes — and she tips her chin up and I kiss her.

It is not a long kiss. It is not a complicated kiss. It is a soft, direct, I meant that kiss, and she kisses me back the same way, and when I pull back a couple inches she has her eyes closed and a little smile at one corner of her mouth.

"There he is," she says, real quiet.

I don't know what she means by that. I don't know who she thought I was before and who she thinks I am now, and I don't ask, 'cause I am pretty sure if I ask she will tell me and I am pretty sure if she tells me I will not be able to drive home tonight.

"Good night, Honey."

"Good night, serious guy."

I walk back to my truck. I do not look back again. I get in, I start it up, and I pull out of the lot onto the road toward Milltown with my hand still tinglin' where it touched her face, and I do not turn the radio on the whole drive home.
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The chair I am sittin' in is real nice and all top grain leather and deep comfy cushions and the whiskey I am sippin' on is top shelf only right about now it's all I can do to force down another sip of it cause my flannel is feelin' awfully warm and my jeans are somethin' almighty tight and I am not freakin' out watchin' a man named Doug kneelin' in between Honey Watlin’s knees, while she’s naked from the waist up, while I am over here sittin' in the corner of her bedroom.

I am not freakin' out.

That's the part I keep havin' to check on. Like, my brain keeps runnin' the diagnostic — are you freakin' out, Mike, are you freakin' out, this seems like a freak-out kinda situation, you should probably be freakin' out — and the answer keeps comin' back the same way, which is no, weirdly, no, I don't appear to be freakin' out, I appear to be very VERY interested actually, and that itself is the closest thing to freakin' out that's happenin' in my body right now. The meta-freakout. Freakin' out about not freakin' out.

Doug has his hands on her hips. Doug is — I'll get to Doug in a minute. Doug is doin' a thing.

Honey looks up. Across the room. Right at me. Her hair is loose down her back and there is a flush startin' across her chest and she looks at me with this expression I cannot describe except to say that it is the same expression she had when she slid me that first cardamom rose latte across the counter, which is to say: yes, Mike, this is for you, isn't it nice?

And my hand finally lifts the whiskey to my mouth again, life resuming again, time moving again. 

****

Two days ago my phone rang while I was in the back of my own coffee shop, apron half-off, hidin' from Heather who was givin' me the silent treatment for reasons I did not entirely understand but absolutely deserved.

"Mike."

"Honey?"

"You busy Thursday night?"

"...no."

"Good. Come up to my place. Eight o'clock. I'll text you the address."

"Honey — what's — "

"I been thinkin' about what you said. At the cafe. About likin' to watch."

I open my mouth. Nothin' comes out.

"I'm gonna be with somebody Thursday night. He's good with it. I'm good with it. The question is whether YOU'RE good with it." A pause. "You don't gotta answer right now. Sleep on it. But I think you might be, Mike. I think you might be very good with it."

****

We'd done dinner again, second date, and afterwards we'd ended up at one of those St. Mary's places with the little iron tables out on the sidewalk and she'd ordered us each a glass of somethin' red and we'd sat there watchin' the foot traffic go by. St. Mary's on a Saturday night. Couples and groups and the occasional dog, students walkin' too close to each other in that early-relationship way where they keep findin' excuses to bump shoulders, and I was — well, I was doin' the thing.

I do this thing. I always have. I look at strangers and I make up stories about 'em.

"Those two." I'd nodded at a couple across the street. "Third date. Maybe fourth. He's about to ask her if she wants to come over and she's gonna say yes but she's also gonna pretend she's thinkin' about it for a second so it doesn't seem too easy."

"Mm-hm."

"That guy with the dog — divorced. Recent. He's not used to bein' out alone yet, look how he keeps checkin' his phone."

"Mm-hm."

"Those three girls — they came out tonight 'cause one of 'em just got dumped and the other two are tryin' to cheer her up but the other two are also a little bit relieved 'cause they didn't like the boyfriend. Look at the one in the middle, that's the dumpee, look how the other two are kinda angled toward her. Protective."

Honey was watchin' me. Not the people. Me.

"What."

"You like to watch."

"Sure, it's funny — "

"No." She'd taken a sip of her wine. "No, Mike. You like to watch. Don't you."

"I — I mean, yeah, maybe — "

"No really. You do?"

"Yeah." It came out smaller than I meant it. "Yeah, for real real maybe. I dunno. I never really — I never really thought about it as a thing, before. It's just somethin' I do."

She'd nodded. Slow. Like I'd just told her somethin' important and she was filin' it away.

"Lotta people don't know what they like, Mike. They go their whole lives. You're luckier than you think."

And I'd sat there with my wine and I'd had this — I'd had this flash. Like a slide projector clickin' over in my brain. There'd been a woman — Cleveland, maybe, or just outside Cleveland — somewhere in that part of the trip where the towns all blur together, brunette, real funny, the kinda woman who could make you laugh till your sides hurt. We'd been seein' each other for like four days. And one night she'd said — I remember her sayin' it, in that throwaway way people say the most important things — my friend Sasha's comin' over later. You wanna stay? You can just watch if you want.

And I had panicked. I had completely, totally panicked. I had said uh I gotta get on the road early and I had GOTTEN on the road early, like four AM early, like packed-the-Ducati-in-the-dark early, and I had driven two hundred miles before I let myself think about it again and when I let myself think about it I thought coward. Coward, coward, coward. She OFFERED you somethin' and you ran. You don't even know what you ran from.

And I'd sat there in St. Mary's years later with a glass of red wine and Honey Watlin' lookin' at me across the table and I'd thought about that brunette in Cleveland and then — and this is the part I do not entirely understand — I'd thought about Heather. About the very first time Heather had pulled Lena into a kiss in front of me, in my own livin' room, like it was a test, like she was sayin' here, this is what I'm offerin', do you wanna play or do you wanna run. And I had not run. That time, with Heather, I had not run. I had stood there in my livin' room with my mouth open and I had thought yes. Yes. Whatever this is. Yes.

Maybe I'd been gettin' ready for this my whole life and didn't know it.

"Honey," I'd said.

"Yeah?"

"I think maybe yeah."

She'd smiled. "I figured."

****

So now here I am. Thursday night. Eight o'clock. Sittin' in an armchair in the corner of Honey’s bedroom with bourbon in my hand and Doug on his knees and Honey on the bed and Doug is — Doug is fine. Doug is a perfectly nice guy. Doug is maybe forty, in shape, the kinda guy who jogs and means it, the same guy I saw in Honey's coffee shop the first day I walked in there, which was a thing I clocked the second I walked into this bedroom and saw him standin' there in a Henley with a beer in his hand. Honey had introduced us very politely like we were at a cocktail party. Doug, this is Mike. Mike, Doug. Mike's the one I told you about. Doug had stuck out his hand. I had shaken it. We had had approximately eight seconds of small talk about the weather like two regular men in a regular livin' room, and then Honey had said okay, ground rules, and Doug had nodded like a man who had been expectin' this part.

The rules, in order of how Doug stated 'em:

One. Doug has consented to me bein' in the room. Honey and Doug had this conversation already, separately, like adults.

Two. Doug is very into bein' watched. Doug, it turns out, is what you might call a performer. Doug likes an audience. Doug has, in fact, been wantin' to do this for a while and I am the first guy Honey has brought home who Doug feels comfortable with, which I am tryin' very hard not to take as a compliment 'cause I do not know what about me reads as guy you'd want to perform for to a stranger and I am a little afraid to find out.

Three — and this is the one that nearly killed me — Doug does not, under any circumstances, want any contact between him and me. Doug does not want me to touch him. Doug does not want me to touch any part of Honey that is currently in contact with him. Doug, and I am usin' his exact phrase here 'cause I could not have made it up if I tried, does not want any swords crossin'. That is what Doug said. He used those words. With his whole face. He looked me in the eye and said no swords crossin', man, that's my one hard line, and I had had to bite the inside of my cheek to not — to not — I don't even know what I was tryin' not to do. Laugh? Salute? Both?

THAT, I had thought, lookin' at this perfectly nice jogger man in his Henley with his beer, that is your hard line? Out of all the things on the menu of human sexual experience, the thing that scares you is — okay.  (Also, what makes you think I would even want that? Although Lord knows I am in no position to be judgin' anybody about anythin' tonight.)

"Got it," I had said. "No swords. Promise."

****

Doug starts slow.

That is the first thing I notice and I think it is the thing I would not have predicted. Doug starts SLOW. Doug, Mister No-Swords, Mister Henley, Mister Jogger, sits down on the edge of the bed next to Honey and he just — looks at her. For a long time. He runs the back of his knuckles down the side of her face and along her jaw and down her neck and Honey closes her eyes and tilts her head back and her whole body just — opens. Like a flower in time-lapse. Like she has done this with him before and her body knows the cue.

I lift the bourbon. I take a sip. I do not taste it.

Doug kisses her. Slow, deep, his hand moves to the back of her neck, she makes a little sound in her throat, and I am sittin' fifteen feet away and I can hear that sound and it goes through me like a wire. And here is what I notice, here is what my brain is takin' notes on like a kid in a chemistry lab — Doug is for the audience. Doug knows I am here. Doug is angled, very subtly, very deliberately, so that I can see his hand on her neck and I can see her face when he kisses her. He is FRAMIN' the shot. He is givin' me the good seat.

And Honey — Honey is for both of us. Honey opens her eyes between kisses and finds mine across the room and holds 'em for a beat and then closes 'em again and I can see, even from here, the little smile pullin' at the corner of her mouth, the yes Mike, isn't this nice smile, and there is a feedback loop happenin' in this room where Doug is performin' for me and Honey is performin' for both of us and I am — I am rapt. I am the most rapt I have ever been at anythin' in my entire life. I have not blinked in possibly minutes.

He undresses her in stages. The sweater first. Then her bra. And I am tryin' very hard to be a gentleman about this, I am tryin' very hard not to gawk, but I am also fifteen feet away in a chair I was specifically invited to sit in for the express purpose of lookin', and so I look. I look the way you look at somethin' you have been thinkin' about for weeks without admittin' you were thinkin' about it. She is — she is exactly what my brain has been doin' inventory on every time I walk into her shop and try to pretend I'm not. Soft. Heavy. The kinda built that does not photograph. The kinda built you have to see in person, in low light, in a room you were invited into. My mouth has gone dry in a way that the bourbon is not fixin'.

And then Doug does somethin' that makes me sit up a little straighter in the chair.

Doug, who has been all confidence and slow control up till now, Doug who has been framin' the shot for me — Doug gentles. There is no other word for it. His whole body language drops a notch when his hands move to her chest. He goes from performer to somethin' else, somethin' more careful, like he is handlin' somethin' he has been told to handle careful. He puts his mouth on her slow. Slower than the rest. More deliberate. Honey makes a sound I have not heard her make before tonight — softer, smaller, a sound that comes from somewhere deeper in her than the throat-sounds, and her hand comes up to the back of his head in this way that is — I don't know. I don't have a word for it. It is not the way Heather puts her hand on the back of my head. It is not the way Lena does. It is somethin' else. And whatever it is, Doug knows it, and he is matchin' her cue for cue, and there is somethin' goin' on between the two of 'em right there at her chest that I am not in on, that I do not have the vocabulary for, that is its own thing between them.

Huh.

That is the entirety of what my brain offers me. Huh. Filed away. Asked-and-not-answered. There is somethin' here, says my brain, somethin' I am not seein' the whole shape of, but I am not gonna stop the show to figure it out, and I am pretty sure if I asked Honey later she would tell me, and I am also pretty sure I am not ready to ask. So huh. Move on.

What I am ready for is the bigger thing. The thing that is happenin' to me, in this chair, while all of that is happenin' to them.

'Cause here is what I notice — what I am only just now noticin', sittin' in this chair watchin' a man I barely know take care of a woman I am gettin' to know in a way I do not yet understand — here is what I notice: I am not separate from this room. I thought I was gonna be. I thought watchin' meant standin' outside, behind glass, like a kid at an aquarium. And it is not that. It is not that at ALL. The room has me in it. Honey keeps lookin' across at me and bringin' me back into it every time I try to drift to the edges. Doug knows where I am sittin' and Doug is performin' for me as much as he is for her. I am not the audience. I am part of the thing. The watchin' IS the participatin'. The watchin' is its own way of bein' touched.

I am sittin' in a chair in the dark havin' my whole idea of what sex is supposed to look like reorganized in real time. And I am — I am fine. I am better than fine. I am sittin' here with my hands quiet on my knees and a bourbon I have finally remembered how to drink and I am the most settled I have been in my own body in maybe my whole life.

Honey opens her eyes. Just a slit. She finds me across the room.

And she smiles.

And the smile says: yes, Mike. This too. Isn't it nice.

I take another sip of the bourbon. This time I taste it.

I taste everything.

She lies back.

That is the next thing that happens. Honey lies back on the bed and Doug stands up off his knees and undoes his belt with the same slow lack of hurry that he has been doin' everythin' else with tonight, and I am watchin' the whole undressin' the way you watch a magic trick — not 'cause you don't know how it ends, but 'cause you wanna catch the exact moment, you wanna see if you can see the seam — and then Doug is climbin' onto the bed and Honey is reachin' up for him and the two of 'em fit together with the kinda ease that tells you they have done this before, more than a few times before, and Doug looks back over his shoulder at me, just for a second, and gives me this nod. Like a stage manager checkin' the audience is in their seats. Like you good, man? You comfortable? Okay, here we go.

I am — I cannot speak. I nod back.

He turns her so I can see.

That is the part that does it to me. Doug turns Honey on the bed, just slightly, just a few degrees, and the whole tableau angles toward the chair in the corner, and the low lamp on the nightstand is hittin' her exactly the way it needs to hit her, and Doug is positioned so I can see her face and his hands and the place where they meet, and I realize all over again that this man is a professional, this man has thought about angles, this man is givin' me the show of my life and he is doin' it without ever once lookin' less than entirely focused on her.

He goes into her slow.

Honey makes a sound. Not loud. A sound like a long held breath finally lettin' go, like there it is, like finally, and her eyes flutter shut and then open again and find me, find me across the room in the chair, and she holds my eyes while Doug starts to move and she does not look away.

I am gonna die. I am gonna die in this chair.

My hands are on the arms of the chair. I notice this 'cause my hands have started gripping. The leather is creakin' under my fingers. I am leanin' forward without realizin' I have leaned forward and the bourbon is sittin' on the little side table next to me and I have forgotten the bourbon entirely 'cause my whole sensory apparatus has narrowed down to one rectangle of low-lit bed and the two people on it and the slow steady rhythm Doug is settin' and the way Honey's mouth has fallen open and the small unhurried sounds she is makin' in time with him.

She says my name.

Just once. Soft. Mike. Like she's checkin' I am still there. Like she wants me to know she is doin' this with me in the room on purpose, that I am not incidental to it, that she set this up so I could be here and she is glad I am here, and Doug does not flinch when she says it, Doug does not break rhythm, Doug just keeps movin' 'cause Doug is into it, Doug likes that she said another man's name, Doug is gettin' off on the whole geometry of this thing and so is Honey and so am —

So am I.

That is when I notice.

That is when I notice that somethin' is happenin' in my body that I have not authorized and have not touched and have not even consciously been keepin' track of. I am hard. I have been hard for I do not know how long. And there is a heat buildin' low in me that is — it is climbin'. It is climbin' the way it climbs when somebody has their hands on me, except nobody has their hands on me, my hands are on the arms of the chair and my feet are flat on the floor and there is a foot of empty air between my body and any human bein' in this room and the heat is climbin' anyway, it is climbin' off of nothin' but my eyes and my brain and the rectangle of low-lit bed across from me, and I open my mouth to — what, to say somethin', to warn somebody, to ask permission, I do not know — and nothin' comes out 'cause Honey has just made another sound and her back is archin' and Doug has dropped his head down to her throat and the rhythm has changed, gone deeper and slower and somehow more, and her eyes flick open and find me one more time and the look in her eyes is yes Mike I know yes Mike isn't this nice yes Mike yes —

Oh.

Oh no.

Oh no oh no oh no oh —

I come in my jeans like a sixteen-year-old in the back of a movie theater. No hands. No warnin'. Just — gone. Just my whole body decidin' on its own that it has had enough of being separate from the thing in the room and joinin' the thing in the room without consultin' me about it, and I am sittin' there in the chair with my hands locked on the arms and my jeans suddenly a problem and my brain completely, absolutely, totally offline, and across the room Honey and Doug are still goin', still movin', still breathin' together in their slow deliberate rhythm, and Honey's eyes are closed again and she does not know what just happened to me and Doug does not know what just happened to me and I am alone in this chair in the corner with what just happened to me and the only word my brain can find — the only word, the entire English language reduced to one syllable —

Woah.

Woah.

I sit very still. I do not move. I do not breathe loud. I watch the rest of it 'cause I am not gonna NOT watch the rest of it after all that, I am committed now, I am in this for the duration, and somewhere in the back of my head a small calm voice that I have never heard before is sayin' well, Mike. Well. Now you know.

Now I know.
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The truck won't start.

Of course the truck won't start. Of course the truck won't start. I am sittin' in the driver's seat of my own god-damn pickup with my jeans in a state I do not even wanna think about and my brain in a state I cannot even describe, and I have just turned the key and gotten a sound from the engine that is somewhere between a cough and a no thank you, and I am sittin' here in the parkin' lot outside Honey Watlin's apartment buildin' at midnight tryin' to make my hands stop shakin' enough to try the key one more time.

Try two. Cough. Cough. No.

"Come ON."

Try three. The engine catches. The engine catches and rumbles to life like nothin' was wrong, like the first two tries were just personal commentary, like the truck itself was sayin' Mike, are you SURE you wanna leave like this? And I sit there with my hands on the wheel and the heat blastin' on my face and I look at myself in the rearview mirror, and the man lookin' back at me does not look like a thirty-something coffee shop owner with a respectable life. The man lookin' back at me looks like a teenager who just got caught.

You came in your jeans, says the man in the mirror.

I know.

You came in your jeans like a SIXTEEN-YEAR-OLD, says the man in the mirror.

I know, I KNOW, I was THERE, can we please talk about this later?

I put the truck in drive.

The drive home is forty-five minutes and I do not turn the radio on for any of it. I cannot turn the radio on. The radio would be company and I do not deserve company right now, I deserve to sit alone in a metal box on a dark county road and think about what I have done. Forty-five minutes of dark road and my own headlights and a brain that has finally come back online from wherever it went and is now offerin' me, in helpful sequence, a complete itemized list of all the ways I am a degenerate.

Item one: I went and watched another man have sex with a woman.

Item two: I liked it.

Item three: I liked it so much that my own body, without permission, without instruction, without so much as a courtesy heads-up, did the thing it does — and I did not even touch myself. Did not even unzip. Did not even think about touchin' myself. My body decided on its own and went without me.

Item four: I am, right now, drivin' home to two women who I am supposed to be — what — committed to? Faithful to? Heather has explicitly told me she does not want strings, Lena has never said a word about anybody bein' anybody's, and I am not actually breakin' any rules anybody set, and yet the brain in the metal box is still throwin' up the word cheatin' like a flag in a football game, and I have to keep grabbin' the flag and pullin' it back down 'cause it does not actually apply, it does not actually apply, brain, you are misusin' the word.

Item five: maybe likin' this much pleasure is bad. Maybe wantin' this much is bad. Maybe a man is supposed to pick one woman and one way of doin' things and STAY there, and the fact that I keep wantin' more — more women, more sensations, more things on the menu I didn't even know were on the menu — maybe that is the problem, maybe that has always been the problem, maybe greedy is exactly the right word.

The headlights of an oncomin' truck wash across my face and I flinch.

But — but here is the other thing my brain offers me, very small, very quiet, in the space between two telephone poles on a dark county road. The other thing is: nobody got hurt.

Nobody got hurt tonight. Honey did not get hurt. Doug did not get hurt. Doug enjoyed himself. Honey enjoyed herself. You sat in a chair and watched and you did not touch a person who did not invite you to touch 'em and you did not break a rule that was set for you and you did not lie to anyone about anythin'. Heather and Lena know you went to St. Mary's tonight 'cause you told 'em you were goin' to St. Mary's tonight. You did not tell 'em the WHOLE story but you did not lie. And nobody — nobody — got hurt.

So if nobody got hurt then where is the badness comin' from? Where is the brain gettin' the badness from?

I do not have an answer. I drive.

The house is dark when I pull in. I creep in the back door like a man tryin' not to wake the dog, even though I do not have a dog, and I make it to the bathroom and I clean myself up with the kinda quiet efficiency you only develop after a lifetime of livin' alone, and I crawl into bed beside Heather, and Heather rolls over without wakin' up and puts her arm across my chest, and the weight of her arm is a thing I have not earned and a thing I do not feel like I deserve and a thing that is exactly what I need.

I do not sleep for a long time. Then I sleep.

Mornin'. Coffee shop. The door bell tings.

"Plain coffee, please, Michael."

Mrs. Jenkinson. Mrs. Jenkinson. The woman is psychic. She has to be psychic, there is no other explanation, this woman who tipped me to Honey's existence is now standin' at my counter the very mornin' after I came in my own jeans in Honey Watlin's bedroom and she is smilin' at me like a benevolent grandma and I cannot make eye contact, I cannot, I am gonna pour her coffee and look at the cup the entire time.

"Comin' right up, Mrs. Jenkinson."

I pour. She watches. I am pretty sure she can see the guilt risin' off me like steam.

"You look tired, Michael."

"Long night."

"Mm." She takes the cup in both hands. Blows on it. "Long nights are not, in themselves, a moral failing."

I freeze.

She says it perfectly mild. Like she is commentin' on the weather. Like she is not, actually, sittin' there in her cardigan deliverin' the absolutely most surgical theological observation that has ever been aimed at my person at seven AM in my own coffee shop, and I am standin' there with the coffee pot in my hand starin' at her and she is just blowin' on her coffee.

"Mrs. Jenkinson — "

"My late husband used to say," she goes on, conversationally, "that the trouble with men of your generation is you were taught that anythin' that felt good must be a sin, and so you spend your whole lives either ashamed of feelin' good or pretendin' you don't. He thought it was a great waste."

"...your husband said that."

"My husband was a Methodist minister, Michael."

She takes a sip of her plain coffee. Closes her eyes for a second to enjoy it. Opens them.

"He was a very wise man."

And then she pays for her coffee and she walks out of my shop and the bell tings behind her and I am standin' there with the coffee pot in my hand for I do not know how long, and Heather has to come over and physically take the coffee pot out of my hand and ask me what is wrong with me, and I say nothin', and I mean it, and I do not mean it, and both of those are true at the same time.

'Cause here is what is happenin' in my head while I am standin' there.

Here is the thing my brain is doin' that it was not doin' last night.

Last night my brain was readin' me the itemized list of my degeneracies. This mornin' my brain is readin' me a different list. The list this mornin' goes:

Crypto. Crypto felt good. The numbers goin' up felt SO good. I sat in a basement that sounded like a server farm and I watched the numbers go up and I felt a kinda small repeatin' pleasure that was almost like — well, it was almost exactly like the wrong kind of sex, the kind you have alone at three in the mornin' 'cause you can't sleep, the kind that is just a button you push 'cause pushin' the button is somethin' to do with your hands. And the cost of all that button pushin' was a brown creek and a movin' plume and a soil guy comin' up to Joe with bad readin's, and the cost was real, the cost was real, and I have been carryin' the cost around in my chest for two years and tellin' myself the cost was the price of feelin' good and that I deserved to carry it 'cause I had felt good and feelin' good had a price.

But last night.

Last night I felt good and nobody paid a price.

Honey did not pay a price. Doug did not pay a price. The land did not pay a price. I sat in a chair in a low-lit bedroom and I had — let's call it what it was — I had the most intense whatever-that-was of my entire adult life, and at the end of it the only thing that was different about the world was that I knew somethin' new about myself that I had not known before. Nobody bled. Nobody owed anybody. The creek behind Honey's apartment building was the same creek this mornin' that it was yesterday.

So.

So maybe the problem with the crypto was never the good feelin'. Maybe the problem with the crypto was the cost. Maybe pleasure with a price is one thing and pleasure without a price is a whole nother thing and I have been confusin' the two my entire life 'cause nobody ever taught me the difference. Maybe Mrs. Jenkinson's husband the Methodist minister was right and the trouble was that I learned the feelin' was the sin instead of the harm, and I have been runnin' the wrong calculation in my head every time I let myself want anythin' since I was about twelve years old.

Maybe.

Maybe.

Is there a way to take the price out of the crypto? Like — after the fact? Is there a way to spend the money I made off the brown creek on fixin' the brown creek, and have that mean somethin', and have that count? I do not know. I do not know how the math works. But I am pretty sure Joe knows somebody who does and I am pretty sure I am gonna ask him.

"Mike."

Heather. Heather is back, standin' in front of me, the coffee pot still in her hand, the look on her face the look she gets when she has decided the situation has gone on long enough.

"What is with you today."

"Nothin'."

"Bullshit."

"Heather, I am — I am workin' some stuff out, I'm sorry, I — "

And then Lena is at my elbow.

Lena, who has been wipin' down a table in the corner and apparently watchin' this whole exchange with the patient quiet attention she is so good at, is suddenly at my elbow and she has her small warm hand around my wrist and she is lookin' up at me with that face she gets, the face that says I have already decided what is happenin' next and you are gonna like it.

"I know what he needs," she says, to Heather, conversationally.

"Lena — "

"You can have him back in five minutes."

And she pulls me toward the back room.

The back room. Of course the back room. Lena has approximately one solution to every emotional problem any man has ever had and her solution is the back room and I am bein' pulled toward it right now by a woman who is half my size and a hundred percent of my heart and I am not — I am not even pretendin' to resist 'cause Lena's solutions actually work, that is the joke, that is the entire joke of Lena, her solutions actually work every single time and I have stopped questionin' it.

The back room door clicks shut behind us.

Lena drops to her knees on the rubber kitchen mat with the kinda automatic ease that tells you she has worn out the cartilage in those knees specifically for me and is fine with it. Looks up. Hands on my belt. The little smile.

"You're thinkin' too loud, Mike."

"Yeah."

"I can hear it from across the room."

"Yeah."

"Stop thinkin' for five minutes."

And here is the thing. Here is the thing I notice while she is unbucklin' my belt. Lena is enjoyin' this. Lena, on her knees in the back room of a coffee shop on a Thursday mornin', is enjoyin' herself. She likes the look on my face. She likes that I let her drag me back here. She likes the givin', she has always liked the givin', she has told me as much in so many words and I have spent two months tryin' to believe her and not quite succeedin' 'cause some part of me has always thought that a woman on her knees must be doin' it as a favor, that pleasure was a transaction with a debit and a credit side, and the credit side was hers and the debit side was mine and at the end of every encounter I owed her somethin'.

But Mrs. Jenkinson said the trouble was the calculation.

But Honey did not charge me anythin' last night.

But Lena, kneelin' on the rubber mat in the back room, eyes huge and dark and lookin' up at me, is gettin' somethin' out of this too. She is gettin' the givin'. She is gettin' the look on my face. She is gettin' to be the one who knew what I needed and pulled me into the back room and was right.

I close my eyes.

I let her.

I let her, and I do not run the calculation in my head, and for the first time in maybe my entire life I am standin' in the back room of my own coffee shop with a woman on her knees in front of me and I am not doin' the math. I am just feelin' it. I am just feelin' it, the warmth and the wet and the small unhurried way she takes her time, and I am thinkin' — somewhere far back in my head, somewhere quiet — I am thinkin', this is allowed. This is allowed too.

I come down her throat and she swallows like it is a thing she wanted, 'cause it is, and she stands up and wipes her mouth with the back of her hand and grins at me and goes "Better?" and I say "Lena," and she pats my chest and walks back out into the front of the shop like nothin' happened, and I lean against the wall of the back room with my belt half-undone and my head tipped back against the cold cinder block and I think:

I am callin' Joe today.

I am callin' Joe today and I am gonna ask him about that environmental project. Not 'cause I owe the creek a check, even though I do, even though I will write the check. I am callin' him 'cause it is gonna feel good to call him. It is gonna feel good to write that check. It is gonna feel good to take the money I made in a hot basement starin' at a screen and turn it into somethin' that fixes a brown creek I have never even seen up close, and the feelin' good part of that is not the sin. The feelin' good part of that is the whole point. Lena on her knees 'cause she wants to be there. Honey in a low-lit bedroom with a man she chose. A check written for a creek nobody made me write a check for.

All of it.

All of it allowed.

I tuck my shirt back in and I go back out front to make somebody a flat white.
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Iget home and the lights are on.

Which is the first surprise, 'cause it is well past midnight and Heather is the kinda woman who treats sleep like a job she clocks into on a strict schedule, and Lena is the kinda woman who falls asleep in whatever room she happens to be sittin' in by ten thirty PM on a school night, and the lights bein' on at this hour means somebody is up on purpose. I park the truck. I sit in the truck for a second tryin' to get my face into a configuration that does not announce I just had a religious experience in a chair in a stranger's bedroom, and then I give up on the face and I go inside.

They are in my bedroom.

Both of 'em. Heather is sittin' cross-legged on top of the covers in one of my t-shirts and a pair of underwear that is doin' a great deal of work for very little fabric, and Lena is curled up against her side wearin' approximately the same outfit, and they are both lookin' at me when I come in the door with the kinda synchronized expression that tells you they have been talkin' about you for the last two hours and have arrived at conclusions.

"Hi," I say.

"Hi," says Heather.

"Long day?" says Lena, sweet as a peach.

"Long day."

"You wanna come to bed?" Heather pats the mattress beside her. The pat is the kind of pat a lion gives a piece of meat right before. "We waited up."

I wanna come to bed. I have, in fact, never wanted anythin' more in my life than to come to bed right this second, partly 'cause I am exhausted and partly 'cause my body has spent the last three hours in a state that has not exactly resolved itself in any kinda durable way and is, in point of fact, rebootin' the second I see the two of 'em on those covers, and I am crossin' the room before I have consciously made the decision to cross the room, and Heather is reachin' up for me, and her hand fists in the front of my shirt and she pulls me down onto the bed between 'em like she has been waitin' all night to do exactly that.

It is loud and fast from there. Heather's mouth is on mine and Heather's hands are everywhere — under my shirt, at my belt, down the back of my neck — and Lena has rolled up onto one elbow on my other side and is laughin' at me, this small bell laugh, while she helps Heather get my shirt off over my head, and I am on my back lookin' up at the ceiling fan with two women workin' on my belt at the same time and I am thinkin' — I am thinkin' that this is the best welcome a man has ever gotten and I am thinkin' that I do not deserve it and I am thinkin' that Mrs. Jenkinson said somethin' this morning about not deservin' bein' the wrong word and I am thinkin' —

I am thinkin' too much.

That is the problem. I am thinkin' too much. My hands are on Heather's hips and my mouth is doin' what it is supposed to be doin' but my brain is still in the chair in the corner of Honey Watlin's bedroom and my brain is replayin' the last three hours of my life in 4K resolution and my brain is — my brain is somewhere else, and the somewhere-else is comin' through my hands, and Heather notices.

She notices fast. She always notices fast.

She pulls back from my mouth a couple inches and looks down at me with one eyebrow up and goes, "Mike. Hey. Where are you."

"I'm here."

"You are not."

"I — sorry, I — "

"Are you not — " she glances down at where one of her hands is, raises her eyebrows a notch — "I mean, you are demonstrably, but — "

"I'm here, Heather, I just — "

And here is where it happens. Here is the beat. Lena, who has been kissin' her way along my collarbone with that small soft focused attention of hers, pauses. Lena's mouth stops movin'. Lena lifts her head about half an inch and looks past my shoulder at Heather, and she does not say anythin', she does not make a sound, she just looks at Heather over the top of my chest with this — with this expression. A small private knowing look, the kind of look one woman gives another woman when she has just put somethin' together and wants to know if they're on the same page.

Heather sees the look.

I cannot see Heather see the look 'cause Heather is above me and Lena is to the side of me and the angle is wrong, but I feel Heather see the look. I feel it the way you feel a draft come into a room when somebody opens a door behind you. Heather goes very still on top of me for half a second, and then I watch her face do a thing.

Confusion. What.

Then a flicker. Wait.

Then.

Then the click.

I see it happen. I am layin' on my own back in my own bed and I am watchin' Heather Bell, my Heather, the woman who has been dirty-lookin' at me across a coffee shop for two months, come to a realization about me in real time from approximately six inches above my face, and her whole expression shifts. The annoyance drops out. The confusion drops out. What replaces it is a slow predatory delight that I am not sure I have ever seen on a human face before and that I am pretty sure I would pay money to see again.

"Oh," she says.

Real soft. Just for me.

"Oh, Mike."

"Heather — "

"You don't wanna do anythin' tonight, do you."

"I — "

"You wanna watch."

The word lands like she just dropped a hot stone on my chest. I make a sound. It is not a word. Heather hears the sound. Heather hears the sound the way a dog hears a whistle. She sits up on top of me with her hands flat on my chest and she leans her weight into 'em and she looks down at me with this slow grin spreadin' across her face like sunrise, and she says, in a voice that is two octaves lower than her regular voice and is gonna live in my head for the rest of my natural life:

"Lena, baby. Mike has had a day. Let's give him a show."

Lena's small bell laugh again. "Oh, have you, Mike."

"He has had a DAY," Heather says again, with relish. "Up. Out of the bed. Get in the chair."

"The chair — "

"The chair, Mike. The reading chair. The one you never sit in 'cause you say it's too prissy. Get in it."

I get in the chair.

I get in the chair like a man bein' moved through space by forces outside his own control. I am still half-undressed, my belt is undone, and I sit down in the prissy little upholstered chair in the corner of my own bedroom and I look across the room at my own bed where Heather is now kneelin' up on the covers with her hands on her hips lookin' at me with a satisfaction so complete I am pretty sure she has never been this happy in her life. Lena is sittin' back on her heels next to her, still in the t-shirt and underwear, lookin' between the two of us with an expression that is half I knew it and half here we go.

"Is this okay, Mike?"

That is Lena. Lena, who is checkin' on me. Lena, who has not said a word out loud about what just clicked in this room but is checkin' that I am actually okay with what is about to happen, and the kindness of the question almost undoes me. I nod. I have to nod 'cause my throat does not seem to be workin'.

"Use your words, sweetheart," says Heather, mock-sweet.

"Yes," I croak.

"Yes what, Mike."

"Yes, please."

"That is the correct answer." She turns to Lena. The grin is still there. The grin is gonna be there for the rest of this scene I think and possibly the rest of my marriage to whichever one of these women I end up married to which is a thing I am not gonna think about right now. "Lena, baby. Take your shirt off."

Lena takes her shirt off.

She takes it off slow, lookin' at me the whole time, and the shirt comes up over her head and her hair falls back down and Heather is right there to take the shirt out of her hand and toss it on the floor like a stage prop, and Lena is kneelin' there in her underwear with her shoulders a little squared and her chin a little tipped down and the lamp on the nightstand is hittin' her exactly the way it would have to hit her for this to work and I am realizin' — slowly, with a kinda dawnin' wonder — that Heather is staging this.

She is staging this. She has clocked the situation and she has decided that if Mike wants to watch then by god Mike is gonna watch the best damn show two women can put on in the bedroom of their own house, and she is directin'. She is directin' Lena. She is angled toward me. The lamp is hittin' Lena where Heather wants the lamp to hit Lena. Heather is BLOCKIN' the scene.

Heather kisses Lena and the kiss is for me.

I know it is for me 'cause Heather makes a small mmh sound right at the start of it that she has never made when she has kissed Lena in front of me before, and I know it is for me 'cause her hand comes up to the side of Lena's face in a slow deliberate way that is not how Heather usually moves, Heather usually moves like she is in a hurry to be somewhere, and tonight Heather is takin' her time on purpose 'cause she has an audience and the audience is me. The kiss is slow. The kiss has tongue. The kiss has Heather pullin' back to look at Lena and then comin' back in for more, twice, like she cannot get enough, and Lena is meltin' the way Lena melts, that quiet boneless openin' that Lena does, and her small hands have come up to fist in the t-shirt Heather is wearin'.

I am gone.

I am gone in the chair. My hands have gone to the arms of the chair the way they did in Honey's bedroom and the leather is creakin' under my fingers the same way and I have a kind of sense memory of bein' in two chairs at once, the chair in St. Mary's and the chair in my own bedroom, and the same thing is happenin' to me in both chairs at once, which is that I am not separate from this, the room has me in it, I am part of the thing.

Heather peels Lena's underwear off.

She does it slow. She does it on purpose slow. She gets the underwear down to Lena's knees and then she stops and looks across the room at me to make sure I am watchin' and I am, oh god I am, and she gives me a little nod, like good boy, like keep watchin', Mike, and she goes back to it.

What follows is — what follows is a thing I am not gonna be able to describe in a way that does it justice 'cause I was barely breathin' the whole time, but I will try. Heather lays Lena back on the pillows. Heather puts her mouth on Lena. Heather puts her mouth on Lena slow at first and then not slow at all, and Lena's hands fist in Heather's hair, and Lena makes a sound she has never made when I am the one doin' it to her, a sharper smaller sound, a sound that says Heather knows somethin' about this that you don't know yet, Mike, and you are gonna learn it tonight, and I am leanin' forward in the chair without realizin' I have leaned forward and my breath is comin' shallow and my own hands are on the arms of the chair and they are not on me, they are not on me, and the not-on-me-ness is the entire point.

'Cause here is what I notice — sittin' in that chair, in my own bedroom, in my own house, watchin' the two women I have somehow managed to talk into shar in' my life with each other and with me — here is what I notice. The reverse telescope. That is what it feels like. Like somebody is slowly, slowly pullin' the camera back. The bed gets a little smaller. The room gets a little bigger. I can see the whole tableau — the lamp on the nightstand, the corner of the rug, my own jeans rucked half-down on my hips, Lena's small hands in Heather's dark hair, Heather's bare shoulders moving in a slow rhythm above Lena's hips, Lena's head tipped back and her mouth open and her eyes closed, the gentle rise and fall of Lena's stomach as her breathin' goes uneven — and the camera keeps pullin' back and back and back and at some point I am not in the chair anymore, I am somewhere just behind my own head, lookin' at all of it. Mike in the chair. Heather and Lena on the bed. The whole picture.

And the part I have not figured out yet, the part that I am only just now figurin' out, is that there is somebody behind ME watchin' too.

You.

You know what I mean. You. Whoever you are, whoever has been in this with me the whole time, listenin' to me ramble on about coffee and women and my own dumb brain — you have been watchin' this whole thing, haven't you. You have been the camera the whole time. And the realization is so obvious and so complete that I cannot believe it took me until right now, in this chair, in this bedroom, to figure it out, but here we are. The whole book has been a chair in a corner. The whole book has been me lettin' you in.

Welcome.

Welcome to the chair.

Lena cries out. A real cry, the kind Lena does not usually do, the kind Heather has been workin' for the last however long to draw out of her, and Lena's whole body arches up off the pillows, and Heather's hands are on Lena's hips holdin' her down and Heather is not stoppin', Heather is workin' her through it, and I make a sound in the chair that I do not entirely recognize as comin' from a human throat. My belt is still undone from before. My jeans are still half-rucked. I have not touched myself once. I am — I am gonna do it again. I am gonna do the thing I did in Honey's bedroom, untouched, just from this, just from watchin', and I can feel it climbin' up the same way and I open my mouth to maybe warn somebody, maybe not, maybe just to make a sound, and across the room Heather lifts her face from between Lena's thighs and her chin is wet and her hair is in her eyes and she looks at me across the room and she says:

"No, Mike. Not yet. C'mere."

I make another sound.

"C'mere, baby. You earned it. C'mere."

And I am up out of the chair. I am crossin' the room. My belt is in my hand and then it isn't, my jeans are off, I am climbin' onto the bed at Heather's direction 'cause Heather is direction', Heather is still direction', and Heather puts her wet mouth on my mouth and Lena is reachin' up for me with both hands and the three of us are tangled on the bed and I am inside Lena before I have entirely understood that I am inside Lena and Heather is straddlin' Lena's face and Lena is moanin' into Heather and Heather is moanin' into my mouth and the whole room has narrowed down to one bed and three bodies and I am holdin' on for the ride 'cause that is all there is to do.

I do not last long. I do not need to last long. Heather has been buildin' this for an hour and I have been buildin' this for weeks without knowin' it, and when I go I go hard, and Lena goes with me, and Heather goes a beat after, and the three of us are a tangled hot panting mess on the covers and somebody's foot is on my face and somebody's hand is in my hair and I do not even know whose is whose.

We lay there for a long time.

Eventually Heather rolls off and stretches and goes "Well. That was fun," in her regular voice, like we just played a board game, and Lena giggles into my shoulder, and I am starin' up at the ceiling fan and tryin' to remember my own name.

I do not tell 'em about Honey. I am not gonna tell 'em about Honey tonight. Honey is — Honey is mine for right now. Honey is a thing I learned this week and I am still learnin' it and I am gonna let it be a thing I learned, just for me, for a little while longer. There is no badness in it. There is no lie in it. It is just — it is just somethin' I am holdin' for myself, and I am allowed to hold things for myself, that is one of the things this week has taught me, that holdin' things for yourself is not the same as hidin' 'em.

Lena is already mostly asleep against my shoulder. Heather is gettin' up to go pee. I am layin' in the dark in my own bed with my arm under a small warm woman and my whole body in a state of floatin' that I cannot remember ever feelin' before, and I am thinkin' about the road trip.

I am thinkin' about a motel room in Albuquerque, two and a half years ago. I am thinkin' about a redhead named Janelle and a lavender cappuccino with honey and a bedpost. I am thinkin' about lyin' on my back tied to that bedpost and decidin', for the very first time in my life, that everybody had kinks and they just didn't all know what theirs was yet, and that mine — that mine maybe, possibly, if I was lucky — that mine maybe was all of them. In moderation. Or at least, I had wanted to find out.

Two and a half years later, in my own bed, in Milltown, with one woman snorin' on my shoulder and another woman walkin' back from the bathroom in nothin' but my t-shirt, and a coffee shop in St. Mary's forty-five minutes away that I am gonna drive back to, and a creek I am gonna fix, and a chair in the corner of my own bedroom that is gonna get a lot more use than it has ever gotten before —

Yeah.

Yeah, turns out I was right.

My kink is all of 'em.

And I am, finally, finally, allowed.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Blake Steele loves writing harem romances about everyday guys who find themselves at the center of something much, much bigger. His stories feature sexy encounters, multiple women, and plenty of fun along the way. Want a free bonus scene and the chance to get early updates? I gotcha.


ALSO BY BLAKE STEELE

Just off Main Street

Highway to Heaven

Going Downton

In through the Back Door

Treasure Trail

Open House on Paradise Drive

Smalltown Harem

One for the Books

cover.jpeg
\
\;! u‘
An unconventional coffeshop romance

BLAKE STEELE





